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LIKE NOTHING ELSE~ 


12 Frankendriver 


It’s alive! It’s alive! Built using available Nextel Cup 
parts, this is one monster of a driver. 


14 Gator raid 


With its dominant front line and remarkable chemistry, 
Florida swamped UCLA for its first hoops championship. 
If most of the young Gators return, their run might not be 
done. By Mike DeCourcy 


28 A cut 
above 


No quarterback in the 
draft can match the 
down-the-road 

potential of Jay Cutler, 
whose stock has taken a 
sharp upward turn. 

By Dennis Dillon 


30 One tough Second City act 


The White Sox own Chicago now; they think they can keep 
the deed only with another playoff run. 
By Sean Deveney 


38 Look, no hands! 


The NBA's no-touching police are patrolling the perimeter, 
with (really) offensive results. By Ira Winderman 


COVER: FLORIDA'S JOAKIM NOAH BY BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


Send your editorial comments or complaints 
to Senior VP/Editorial Director John Rawlings 
at jrawlings @ sportingnews.com. 
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KNOW IT ALL 


4 To Know List Spring training games 


41 INSIDER 
42 BALL 


52 Il NASCAR 


don’t mean a thing, right? Well, the 
White Sox better hope that’s the case. 58 NBA 
6 On Deck Fulfill yourTV appetite with our 60 Wi NFL 
guide. Plus, Bob Hille’s Starting 5. 66 
7 My Turn Tony Bruno chats with Chad 4 
Johnson, Touchdown (Celebration) Man. 68 @ COLLEGE FOOTBALL 
Your Turn Everyone and anyone has 70 Mi FANTASY 
an opinion. What's yours? te 


10 Trade tools For $75,000, you can face 
off against the next best thing to a real 


72 DAVE KINDRED 
It doesn't matter how gallant the effort, 


pro pitcher. Plus, Sports Talk with ... losing always hurts. 
actor and comedian Rob Schneider. 
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To subscribe to the Sporting News call 800-777-6785. 
Listen to Sporting News Radio online at radio.sportingnews.com. 


| For address changes or subscription questions or problems, e-mail subscription @ sportingnews.com. For delivery questions or problems, e-mail delivery @sportingnews.com. 
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URNOV' 


me things to make you an INSTANT EXPERT this week 


crummy exhibition record (10-19). They’re probably right. After all, the dismantled Marlins won't 


SPORTS EMMYS 


2 


THE MAIN EVENT | They've done 
Us proud—again 
These Sox have holes pin conan e Som 
News fared pretty well in the 27th Annual 
Spring training results pack as much meaning as those T-ball games that always Sports Emmy Awards nominations 4 
end tied. A win, a loss—players and coaches say it doesn’t matter. announced last week (winners to be 
Of course, that’s what the world champion White Sox are saying after breaking camp with a announced May 1): 


continue to win 70 percent of their games, and the Royals surely won’t lord over the American Studio host FOX 
Age League the way they did the Cactus. But the champs’ sarang dss 
eT aS disappointing showing in Arizona this year does raise as rey 
be ts concerns: Rich Eisen, NFL Network 


Whoa—big fella! 


Where’s the spark? Scott Podsednik played in 


and CBS 


Just call Jenks the only seven games this spring because of a sore Bryant Gumbel, nee = i 
belly of the ball. shoulder and a sore groin, and he’ll begin the hipaa ABC and 
year at less than 100 percent. Chicago’s small- PN 
"9" __ ball attack sputtered last August. The Sox were Play-by-play 
3 6-12 in the last three weeks of the month, when Joe Buck, FOX 
Podsednik was bothered by a groin strain. Keith Jackson, ABC 
Where’s the relief? Bobby Jenks hasn’t shown Jim Lampley, HBO 
the control he displayed last fall, neither on the Al Michaels, ABC 
mound nor in the buffet line. His velocity has Jim Nantz, CBS 
dropped. His waistline hasn’t. Can the team’s Sports event analy yst 
revamped bullpen hold leads if the closer is a question Troy Pease FOX — 
net John Madden, ABC 


Where’s the training room? Besides Podsednik, Chicago 
also has to worry about Jose Contreras’ elbow, and Dustin 
Hermanson (back) might not pitch until the second half. Jim 
Thome has stayed mostly healthy so far, but can that last? 
Where’s the 
Tribe? Cleveland, 
Chicago's top 


GET IT BEFORE IT’S HOT 


Tim McCarver, FOX — 
Johnny Miller, NBC 
Joe Morgan, ESPN 


competition in the A.L. 
Central, has started the 
way it finished the final 

two months last season: 
red hot. The Indians 
matched a franchise best 
with 21 wins this spring. 

Where’s the mojo? 

Chicago led the majors 
with a 35-19 record in 1- 
run games last season. 
No World Series 

champion has 
repeated since the 

Yankees in 2000. And 

the ultimate kiss of 

death: This 
publication picked 
the Sox to win it all 
again. —Rob Hurtt 
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You wear it now, they'll wear it later 


Football season is five months away, but admit it: You can’t go another day without a Daunte 
Culpepper Dolphins replica jersey. NFLShop.com knows how irresistible Dolphins aqua and 
coral can be, so $74.99 will get you Culpepper's new colors or those of several other prominent 
players who recently changed teams, including Edgerrin James (Cardinals) and Terrell Owens 
(Cowboys). 

You can also go retro at 
NFLShop or 
FansEdge.com—way 
back to 2005—and take 
advantage of 
discounted prices on 
outdated jerseys. So 
if you've got $39.99 
and that Joey 
Harrington Lions top 
is still calling your 
name, go ahead and 
feed the need. 
—Seth Elkin 


extravagant beauty worth 6-10 draft slots, experts agree 


Elliott’s creed: The 
puck stops here. 


Wisconsin is the 
favorite to put a title on ice 


Still hungry for parity-packed bracket action? Well, strap on some earmuffs 
and hunker down for the NCAA's other April tourney—hockey'’s Frozen Four. 

This year’s four-region, 16-team field was pocked with upsets. The 
tournament included a first—a No. 4 seed (Holy Cross) upset a No. 1 
(Minnesota) in the opening round. Just one No. 1 seed, Wisconsin, is alive in 
the semis. The Badgers play No. 3 seed Maine in Thursday’s evening game 
(8 p.m. ET, ESPN2); the afternoon game (3 p.m. ET, ESPN2) pits second-seeded 
North Dakota against No. 3 Boston College. The title game will be at 7 p.m. ET 
Saturday on ESPN. 

The story of the semis will be goaltending, especially for the Badgers, who 
will have an enormous home-crowd advantage at the Bradley Center in 
Milwaukee. Junior Brian Elliott led the nation in goals-against average (.938) and 
did not allow a goal in either of the Badgers’ first two tournament games. 

And if it’s tight finishes you're looking for, consider this: The Badgers’ last 
outing was an epic 1-0 three-overtime win over Cornell in which Elliott made 40 
saves. —Sean Deveney 


YOU HEARD IT HERE 


‘Jason Kidd bleeds you 
to death instead of 
running you ragged. 
There are names 

for guys such as 


these: role players.’ 
—NBA insider 

Dave D'Alessandro 

(page 58) 


Favre denies retirement rumor, throws 4 INTs 
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Longer than ever 


The 10 yards added to the 11th hole for the 2006 
Masters may not seem like much, but the increase pushes the 
hole to 505 yards—the first time a par-4 has played to 500 
yards or more at Augusta. 

Ironically, most of the PGA Tour’s long drivers won’t be 
around to take advantage. The top three in driving distance— 
Bubba Watson, J.B. Holmes and Camilo Villegas—didn’t earn 
invitations to Augusta. 

The 11th still doesn’t top the 15th at Whistling Straits, 
which played at 518 yards for the 2004 PGA Championship, 
the longest par-4 ever set up for a major championship—and 
one of three par-4s that measured more than 500 yards on 
that links-style layout. —Reid Spencer 


Here it is—Amen Corner. It looks even tougher up close. 


Amen to that, golf brethren 


If you didn’t get your fill of watching sports on your 

office computer (and on your company’s dime) during 
the NCAA Tournament, you get another shot this week during The 
Masters. SportsLine.com follows its March Madness on Demand 
package—1.3 million users and 15 million streams of live video, 
the biggest live event in Internet history—with live streaming from 
Amen Corner, the 11th through 13th holes at Augusta National. 
Coverage on SportsLine and Masters.org begins at 10:30 a.m. ET 
on Thursday and Friday, 12:30 p.m. on Saturday and 1:30 p.m. on 
Sunday. —S.E. 


As good as sports 
viewing gets 


Maybe it just seems this way, but with a typical golf telecast, you 
have to sit through 11 minutes of hype before you see your first live 
golf shot. Thereafter, the industry standard appears to be one ad for 
every three swings or putts. 

Mercifully, The Masters limits CBS to 4 minutes of commercials 
per hour, which gives fans a sense of continuity and atmosphere. It's 
the best viewing in golf—hands down—if not the best in sports, —R.S. 
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Delray Beach woman holding firm that Shaq is Heat's best player 
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BOB HILLE’S 
STARTING 


Ah, Lefty and 
Tiger, you 
masterful sons 
of guns, you. 


ON 


| GOTTA SEE All times Eastern 


SAT 


Oklahoma got bounced early in the NCAAs and then lost 
coach Kelvin Sampson. But enough roundball talk. This is 
football country! In a good ol’ family squabble, it’s the 
Oklahoma spring game (1 p.m., ESPN). The early line 
favors the Sooners. 

@ It's the golf weekend of the year, so that means plenty 
of Tiger—regardless of what he does at Augusta. 

Tiger at 30 (2:30 p.m., CBS) looks at his 10 years 

—10 years!—as a pro and includes a high-wattage guest 
list (Michael Jordan, the original George Bush, Jack 
Nicklaus, Lance Armstrong). Oh, and forget about sending 
Eldrick a card; he actually turned 30 in December. 


The real question in Norman: Which Sooners side 
gets Adrian Peterson? 


_—EEEEEEaes 


In the April 21 issue 


Far from home. the most poignant story of the 
upcoming NFL draft doesn’t involve anyone named Bush, 
Young or Leinart. We introduce you to Tamba Hali, a native 
of Liberia who is fortunate to be alive, much less to be one 
of the top defensive players available. The backdrop of Hali’s 
childhood is a civil war that took a horrible toll on his 
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Hali has 
survived— / 
and thrived. 4 


SUN 


Who will be atop the leaderboard as the Masters heads 
into the final round (1:30 p.m., CBS)? Will it be Tiger, Phil 
or Vijay? Or will it be some long shot with a green glint in his 
eye, some virtual unknown writing a Cinderella story ... you 
know, someone Jim Nantz thinks should not be in the field. 
§ Cardinals-Cubs (8 p.m., ESPN) often is painted as a 


cuddly version of Red Sox-Yankees, but if that’s the case, why 


are Tony La Russa and Dusty Baker always yelling at each 
other from the top steps of the dugouts? 


MON 


What's the difference 
between hockey and 
playoff hockey? First, 
watch Washington- 
Boston (7 p.m., 
OLN) as the regular 
season winds down, 
then tune in to some 
playoff games later 
this month when 
teams other than the 
Caps and Bruins are 
playing. 


country’s population. How he survived—and how he transformed 


himself from an illiterate child into an on-schedule four-year 


graduate of Penn State—is a deeply moving and troubling story. 
@ Cue the team trainer! If the Dodgers keep their new pieces in 


place on the field, they'll contend for a championship. 
@ Is there anybody who doesn't have a shot to be NBA MVP? 


@ 
1.866.STUBHUB 


Stub 


www.StubHub.com 


TUE 


The NFL Draft Special (6:30 
p.m., ESPN) moves at a brisk pace 
and covers a ton of ground in 

90 minutes, which makes it 
nothing like the draft itself. 


THU 


Mavericks at Suns (10:30 p.m., 
TNT). Steve Nash runs and guns 
against his old team for the last 

time this season ... unless the 
Mavs and Suns bump into 
each other in the Western 

"9 Conference playoffs. 
y —Kyle Veltrop 
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Baseball and 

steroids. A 

former car 
salesman has hired a 
former senator to 
investigate. Throw a 
lobbyist and a 
journalist in there and 
FOX could run it as 
America’s Most 
Unwanted. 


Chicago. Here’s 

a coincidence: 

On the same 
day the Sox got their 
championship rings, 
members of the Cubs’ 
rotation got their names 
engraved on a sterling 
silver 15-day D.L. 


Mike 

Holmgren. Two 

months after the 
Super Bowl, he’s still 
complaining about the 
refs? Blame it on his 
NoCal upbringing, 
where you're taught 
that whines improve 
with age. 


NBA playoff 

positioning. 

How ‘bout those 
Nets? | keep thinking 
Tony's going to wake up 
and find out this is a 
dream. 


The NFL draft. 

OK, | admit I'm 

ready to get on 
with it. I'm sick of the 
idle speculation and 
uninformed opinions. 
And if you've read this 
far, you probably are, 
too. 


Score Tickets at the Last Minute! 


Sports 


Concerts 


Theater 
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TURN § 


Chad Johnson 


You can't stop him from celebrati 


All I do is make the game fun and 
interesting again. And all those people who 
may be old school and really don’t like that 
stuff—in the back of their minds every 
Sunday, they can’t wait to see what I’m going 
to do, either. I've brought excitement back 
to the game. I make the game fun. And | do it 
in a positive way. I’m sa F 
never negative. 'mnever ‘|’M going to 
degrading any opponent. 4 celebrati 


committee. 


I can only speak on my 
behalf, and the things 
that | do are just to 
entertain those who are 
watching the game. And 
usually what makes it fun 
is I'll give you a hint of 
what I’m going to do each 
week. It makes you want to say, “OK, let's 
see what Chad has for us this week.” It’s 
funny, the players in the NFL every week, 
they always ask me in pregame, 


going to fig 
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Steve Smith 
and T.O., we're 


out how to get 
around this.’ 
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ng the good times 


“What’ve you got for 
us?” Even the players 
can’t wait to see it. 


You never rehearse 
it. You just have to do 
it that one time 
and just rock 
‘n’ roll right 
then and there. 


have 
on 
Me, 


ure 


Most 
definitely. | have 
material that I'll be 
ready to use. | only did 
(the props) one time. I 
did the putt with the 
pylon. | used the ball 
for CPR once. 
Everything else was 
different types of ways 
of being creative. You 
know what we’re going 
to do? I'm going to 
have a celebration 
committee. Me, Steve 
Smith and T.O., we're 
going to get together 
and have our own meetings. We’re going to 
figure out how we're going to get around 
this and continue to make the game 
enjoyable. 


If a man can’t 
putt after 
scoring a 
touchdown, 
what hope is 
there? 


No, not at all. We’re 
going to have fun some 
type of way and make the 
game entertaining. That's 
all | do is just make it fun 


Johnson has fun playing football—even a cynic can dig that. 


“it Tony Bruno 


from the airwaves of 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


> 


to watch again. Walking over and handing 
the ball to the ref—it’s not fun. Each time 
somebody does something, that’s a part of 
their personality, that’s a part of their 
character. And that’s just something that we 
enjoy doing. 


It wouldn't matter if you were out there, 
I'd get in the end zone. It doesn’t matter 
who’s throwing the ball; I’m going to make it 
happen regardless. 


4/14/06. all 


@ You guys are drinking too much 
Budweiser in St. Louis if you think 
the Yankees are going to be 
contenders (TSN, March 31). 
They are basically nothing more 
than a group of broken-down old 
men just waiting to collect 

Social Security. —Brian Huth, 
North Olmsted, Ohio 


@ There is no way the Mets will 
come out on top of the N.L. East 
this season (TSN, March 31). 
Every season they grab new star 
players, and every season they 
choke. —bulldawg1991 via 
SportingNews.com 


@ |'m confused—| can’t seem 

to locate the Twins on 

your list of the top five 

bullpens (TSN, March 31). 
—Bruce Norman, Hibbing, Minn. 


@ Billy Wagner should 

stop ripping Phillies fans 

(TSN, March 31). Wagner 
disrespected us when he said we 
were “unknowledgeable.” No 
player was more celebrated in 
Philly than Wagner, except for 
Jim Thome. If Wagner thought he 
was mistreated before, wait until 
he comes to town in 2006. 

—Ed Moorhouse, Riverton, N.J. 


@ Kevin Garnett deserves to be 
on a championship contender 


TURN 


Kerry Wood and Mark Prior on the D.L.? Seriously, 
| think my 70-year-old grandmother is more durable 
than those two GUYS. —peterosel440 via SportingNews.com 


(TSN, April 7). He is too good of a 
person and player to be on a 
team that sucks. —cmoe12 via 
SportingNews.com 


@ | was amazed not to see 
Nicklas Lidstrom listed as 

a Hart Trophy candidate 

(TSN, March 31). If they can give 
this award to Chris Pronger, they 
can give it to Lidstrom. 

—Jay Draudt, Hannibal, Mo. 


@ | agree that good locker room 
guys are needed throughout the 
world (TSN, March 31). A GLG is 
experienced and a good role 


model. He readily encourages 
youngsters and is always full of 
support. The sporting community 
should advocate being a GLG at 
home. —Alyse Hudson, 

Shelby Township, Mich. 


@ | watch football games to 

see football, not some idiot 
making a fool of himself trying to 
dance. | can watch Dancing with 
the Stars for that. All these 
clowns who dance in the end 
zone are selfish jerks who only 
want to bring attention to 
themselves. —RR4Duke via 
SportingNews.com 


What’s your take on the 2006 Yankees? 


SportingNews.com users 


9% : 22% fe 


Sporting News staff 


15% 27% 
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8LOG ON 


From your blogs on soortingnews.com 


RE: 
Posted by gw0660 

My sleeper team for ’06 is the 
Detroit Tigers. They have a solid 
lineup, top to bottom, and their 
bullpen is fairly good and young, 
even though they overspent on 
Todd Jones (love his columns). The 
only question mark is their starting 
pitching. It's young and improving, 
but is it enough? That’s why they 
call it a sleeper. 


RE: 
Posted by goorioles 

Yes, there is crying in 
basketball. | usually hate JJ. 
Redick, but | think it’s time we laid 
off him. | mean the kid cried, just 
like Adam Morrison did. This really 
is why we love the tournament: 
the emotions. Euphoria. Joy. But 
there is a darker side to all this. 
Sadness. Anguish. And flat-out 
crying. 


RE: 
Posted by mikegeorgeff 

The Packers really have only two 
roads to travel with the Javon 
Walker situation: Trade him to the 
highest bidder or let him sit. Both 
scenarios present major problems 
that could have an effect on the 
Packers for years to come, such as 
decreasing the attractiveness of 
the team to future free agents and 
setting a bad example for other 
players on the roster. Either way, if 
you're a Packers fan, it’s going to 
be hard to stay optimistic about 
even a moderately successful 
2006 season. 


Real talk from a fan on 
Sporting News Radio 


‘| hope that they don’t 
just make (the steroids 
investigation) a witch 
hunt and go after Barry 
Bonds and Rafael 
Palmeiro. They have to 
make this all-inclusive.’ 
—Gary in Colorado Springs 
on the Rick Ballou Show 
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Te You Strinvk, It Wouvowt Martrer IF You Were Tue Last Guy On EARTH. 


Next time, use the strangest Old Spice clear gel on the planet. 
New Red Zone Clear Gel. 


TOOLS OF THE TRADE 


ProBatter brings 
the heat (and 
everything else) 


It has a video screen on which a 
pitcher goes through his windup; at 
his release point, a ball shoots 
through a hole in the screen, 
Sounds like a relatively basic 
pitching machine, right? Way 
wrong. The revolutionary ProBatter 
Professional ($74,999; see 
ProBatter.com for more details) can 
throw any pitch to any location at 
any speed—splitters, cutters, 
sliders, sinkers, 100-mph fastballs, 
lefty or righty, from the stretch or 
the windup. And the list of 
buyers—including the Yankees, 
Red Sox, Indians, Mets and 
White Sox and several big-league 
players—is growing fast. 

Nothing beats the real thing; the 
simulator is unable to emulate, for 
example, Randy Johnson's release 
point. Says big-leaguer David 
Wright, “A lot of guys swear by it, 


but it messes up my timing.” Trot Nixon says it’s 
great for practicing situational hitting. Jason 


Our man looked like 
a halfway decent 
player. Unfortunately 
for him, the 

video screen pitcher 
was a stud and a half. 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


Giambi bought one for his home. 
As a former college player and a 
current senior leaguer, I’ve seen my 
share of pitching machines —but 
nothing nearly this fun and 
challenging. Facing a Chris 
Carpenteresque repertoire, | was able 
to make good contact on fastballs up 
to 94 mph. The curves and sliders? 
Good night, Irene. And the first 
changeup almost shredded my back. 
But it’s as close as I'll come to 
the experience of facing big-league 
pitching. And I'd have spent the 
whole day batting against that 


machine if it wouldn’t have cost me my last 
shred of dignity. —Brendan Roberts 


Sports talk win Rob Schneider 


Actor, comedian, San Francisco Giants fan 


TSN: So tell me a little bit 
about your movie (The 
Benchwarmers, in theaters 
April 7). 

SCHNEIDER: It's about three 
older guys who start playing 
baseball again against these 
mean-spirited Little Leaguers. 
They become kind of the heroes 
among nerds. 

TSN: Your character is 
supposed to be a pretty good 
player, right? 

SCHNEIDER: Well, | had a 
coach for two months. 

TSN: Who? 

SCHNEIDER: Mike Cicione. He 
played pro ball—and he's still 
frustrated. Everyone’s got some 
frustration about some athletic 
thing in their lives. 


If he were a better ballplayer, 
would he cry out like this? 


TSN: Do you have one? 

SCHNEIDER: Yeah, | wish | 
could have been a better 
baseball player. | didn’t know how 
to hit until | was about 30. 

TSN: You got to participate in 
spring training with the Giants. 
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How was that? 

SCHNEIDER: | hit in the same 
batting group as Moises Alou, 
Barry Bonds, Steve Finley, Ray 
Durham. That's a pretty good 
group. 

TSN: So how'd you hold up? 


SCHNEIDER: | did all right. 
Willie Mays was giving me tips: 
“Don’t be doing too much stuff 
before the ball comes. 
That’s too much 
information. A brain can’t 
process all that. You've just 
got to stand up there, relax 
and swing at the ball.” 

TSN: Big Willie fan? 

SCHNEIDER: Well, he 
was my hero when I was a 
kid. 

TSN: What do you think 
of the whole Barry Bonds 
situation? 

SCHNEIDER: Steroids 
don’t make you great. If 
you take steroids and | 
take steroids, it's not going 
to help us hit a 90-mph 
fastball out of the park. 
Now, it may help my 
testicles shrink up to my 
abdomen, and it may help my 
forehead get bigger and my back 
get full of zits ... 

TSN: Would you rather win an 
Oscar or a World Series? 

SCHNEIDER: Oscars are for 
elitists. World Series are 
forever. —Iricia Garner 
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THE ALL-NEW 2007 DODGE CALIBER STARTING AT $13,985: 172-horsepower, 2.4-liter engine with CVT2. MP3 plug-in. 


Chill Zone™ storage bin keeps four cans chilled to 45°. Reclining, fold-flat rear seats. Visit dodge.com or call 800-4ADODGE. 
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“Available for order. R/T AWD as shown, £20,685. MSRPs exclude tax. ; © uryeeFndncat BUCKLE UP 
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» § Nd Adrian Moss wasn’t the 

Ba cer S r of the evening, but 
he te eh re with 
~his teammates. 
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New > 5) |, beats three Bruins. 


CAA TOURNAMENT CHAMPIONSHIP 
hey grow up fast, don’t they? 


Sometimes, it can be as if we are watching the 
college basketball season through the magic of 
time-lapse photography. One moment, Joakim Noah 
is a skinny kid who dazzles no one while averaging a 

few points and a few minutes per game, distinguishing 
himself only with a funky hairstyle and the occasional loud 
blocked shot. Then, like a pea plant bursting through the 
soil on some Discovery Channel program, he is a star—the 
star of the NCAA Tournament. 

And, just as quickly, he is gone. 

That is how it happens, isn’t it? We did not get to see a 
rerun of Sean May, another season of Emeka Okafor or the 
second chapter in the story of Carmelo Anthony. This is 
where it ends nearly every time. This is what we have come 
to expect when a team with Florida’s youth—four 
sophomores and a junior stomping on the likes of 
Georgetown, Villanova and UCLA—wins a national title. 


sg halen | 


The young Gators missed some parties along the way, but their confetti celebration more than made up for that. 
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The best of them take what they 
have learned and what they have 
achieved and send it off in an 
NBA draft declaration letter to 
David Stern. 

When Noah pumped his fist 
and screamed into the air with 
1:23 left in Monday’s NCAA one- 
sided championship game—it 
wound up Gators 73, Bruins 57— 
it might have been a primal 
farewell to all those college fans 
who didn’t notice him until it was 
almost too late. 

“Not right now,” Noah says. 
“Right now, we've got to just 
enjoy this. I’m not worried about 
anything but just celebrating for a 
couple of days. There’s a lot of 
sacrifice to get to this point. 
That’s why it feels so good. You 
don’t get to do normal things that 


other students get to do. You 
can’t party whenever you want to 
party. It’s all sacrifices that you 
have to make.” 

Small forward Corey Brewer 
doesn’t want to think about next 
season, either. Power forward Al 
Horford says, “I want to win 
another one, and most likely I'll 
be back. I don’t know about the 
group. I guess we'll have to sit 
down and talk about it.” 

It would be understandable, 
though, if any decided he’d had 
enough. Noah, in particular. 
Bothered early in his freshman 
season by mononucleosis, he 
wound up averaging 3.5 points 
and blocking 19 shots for the 
season. Seven games into his 
sophomore year, he was not 
averaging double figures. Now, 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


Noah gave Farmar his rejection notic 
one of six blocks in a record-setting, 
pe! ci all but oiminatel 


NCAA TOURNAMENT ¢ 


after inheriting the Most Outstanding 
Player trophy from May, Okafor and 
Anthony, he will be a high lottery pick 
in whatever NBA draft he chooses to 
enter. 

There is tangible value to what the 
Gators accomplished in winning the 
program’s first championship. And 
there are genuine obstacles and 
detriments to trying to win a second 
immediately. How does a team regain 
the hunger once it is satisfied? How do 
those who contributed to collective 
success ignore the temptation to 
address individual concerns? 

Not many college champions remain 
substantially whole into the 
subsequent season. Not since 2001-02 
has a reigning champion looked much 
like the team that won it all. Duke 


Horford and his brought back Carlos Boozer, Chris 


teammates slammed 
home the point that 
their time was now. 


4.Me 
xe, 1 
6. Villanova 


8. George Mason (NR) 


10. Washington (NR) 


J olale 
. North Ca 


VU, \) : 
20. George Washington (NR) 
22. Bradl 


Preseason top 25 teams not in final 
poll: Michigan State (1), Arizona (5), 
Oklahoma (6), Louisville (8), Kentucky 
(9), Nevada (12), Syracuse (13), 
Stanford (14), Wake Forest (16), lowa 
State (17), Texas Tech (18), Alabama 
(22), Maryland (24), Miami (25). 
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Duhon, Mike Dunleavy 
and Jay Williams, an 
All-American who could 
have been an early NBA 
draft pick. 

Williams became national 
player of the year and Duke 
entered the NCAA 
Tournament as a No. 1 seed 
with a 29-3 record, but each 
loss was chronicled as some 
sort of tragic experience and 
the Blue Devils eventually 
were upset by Indiana in the 
Sweet 16. 

The possibility of a similar 
experience now confronts 
Florida. North Carolina, 
Kansas, Ohio State, UCLA 
and Memphis all should be 
extremely gifted, but the 
Gators almost certainly will 
open next season at No. 1 if 
they remain intact. From 
there, they wouldn’t find 
much room to climb. That 
can be challenging. 

“I would not say it is 
tough because | enjoyed it,” 
says Duhon, now a point 
guard with the Chicago 
Bulls. “But there are so many 
expectations after you do it. 
Everybody expected us not 
only to win but to go 
undefeated. We could not do 
anything wrong. Anything 
that went wrong was a big 


Donovan’s commitment to bringing aboard selfless players 


deal.” paid off in Florida’s first basketball championship. 


Don’t give the Gators 
another ring just yet 


Like any defending champion with a load of young talent, 
Florida will feel pressure to repeat. That weight of expectation 
will be especially heavy if all five Gators starters return next 
season. But there’s no shortage of recent champs that brought 
back plenty of firepower only to fall short-—-sometimes way 
short—of back-to-back titles. 

North Carolina. The Tar Heels earned a No. 1 seed in 
'94 but lost in the second round to Boston College. 

Arkansas. Like this year’s Florida team, some super 
sophs—Corliss Williamson and Scotty Thurman—led the way to 
the title. The Razorbacks reached the 1995 championship game 
but lost to UCLA. 

Arizona. After seemingly coming out of nowhere to 
win with a young team, Arizona was preseason No. 1 in 
The Associated Press poll heading into 1997-98. The Wildcats 
lost to Utah in the regional final. 

Duke. Remember the stars who returned from this 
team? Jay Williams, Mike Dunleavy, Chris Duhon and Carlos 
Boozer were among the returnees bounced by Indiana in the 
Sweet 16. —Benson Taylor 


t is not the oldest story in 

sports journalism, but 

this one is not aging well: 

Nobody believed in us. No 

one gave us a chance. No 
one thought we could do this. 
The words change. The 
seasons change. This tired 
sentiment creaks forward, 
numbing all of us who hear 
it—again. 

So what does Brewer say? 
“Nobody’s ever really given 
us a chance to win the 
national championship.” And 
he, perhaps alone among all 
who ever have issued such a 
declaration, is correct. Try 
finding a preseason poll that 
listed the Gators as a top 25 
team. 

Still, not everyone was 
convinced the departure of 
senior forward David Lee 
and junior guards Matt 
Walsh and Anthony 
Roberson would devastate 
the program. Horford, 
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Enter to win a Trip 
EO EHe HONDa CIVIC 

TOUr and Meet CHE 
BLaCH EYED Peds! 


The Honda Civic Tour Sweepstakes is 
offering one lucky winner and a friend the 
rock & roll experience of a lifetime. 


You will fly to Denver, CO and catch the 
Black Eyed Peas live at Universal Lending 
Pavilion. Plus you'll get to meet the band! 


All you have to do is enter by filling out the 
entry form below and send to: 


Sporting News Honda Civic Tour Sweepstakes 
475 Park Avenue S., 27th Floor 
New York, NY 10016 


No purchase necessary. All entries must be received by April 21, 2006. 
Entrants must be 21 years of age or older to enter. See official rules 
on reverse side for full details. Void where prohibited. 


THE SPORTING NEWS 
HONDA CIVIC TOUR PRESENTS THE BLACK EYED PEAS SWEEPSTAKES 
OFFICIAL RULES 


NO PURCHASE OR ONLINE ENTRY NECESSARY. A PURCHASE WILL NOT INCREASE YOUR CHANCE 
OF WINNING. 

1. ELIGIBILITY: To be eligible to win a prize in the Sporting News Honda Civic Tour Sweepstakes (the 
“Sweepstakes”), entrants (“Entrants”) must be at least twenty-one (21) years old as of March 21, 
2006 and a legal resident of the continental United States, including the District of Columbia. By 
entering, Entrants agree to be bound by all of the terms and conditions of these Official Rules (the 
“Rules”). Vulcan Sports Media, Inc. d/b/a The Sporting News ("SN") reserves the right to make non- 
Material changes to these Rules at any time during the Sweepstakes. Employees, officers, directors, 
agents, and representatives of American Honda Motor Co, Inc. (“Honda”) and SN, these companies’ 
parent corporations, subsidiaries, and affiliates, and their advertising and promotional agencies, and 
such employees’ immediate family (defined as parents, spouse, children, siblings, and grandparents) 
and household members are NOT eligible to enter or win, 

2. TIME PERIOD: The Sweepstakes will run from March 21, 2006 through and including April 21, 
2006. Ail entries must be received by 5:00 p.m. ET on April 21, 2006. Any entries not received by 
this deadline will be disqualified. The Sweepstakes and participation in the Sweepstakes are subject 
to these Official Rules, and all applicable federal, state and local laws. Void where prohibited by law. 
3. TO ENTER: To enter, complete the official entry form appearing in the March 31, April 7 and April 
14, 2006 issues of Sporting News magazine, or print your complete name, street address (no P.O, 
Boxes), city, state, ZIP code, age, plus day and evening telephone numbers on a 3” x 5” sheet of 
paper, and mail the completed entry form or sheet of paper to the Sporting News Honda Civic Tour 
Sweepstakes, 475 Park Avenue South, 27th Floor, New York, NY 10016. Incomplete or illegible 
entries, and any entries that are photocopied or mechanically reproduced, will be disqualified. Limit 
one entry per person and one entry per stamped outer mailing envelope. All entries become the 
exclusive property of SN and will not be retumed. 

4, PRIZE: One (1) randomly selected winner (the “Winner”) will receive a Honda Civic Tour Fly-a-Way 
tip, including round trip coach air fare or ground transportation for the Winner and one (1) guest 
between the major airport closest to the Winner's home and Denver, Colorado, hotel accommoda- 
tions for two (2) nights in Denver (double occupancy), a pair of tickets to the Honda Civic Tour pres- 
ents the Black Eyed Peas concert, to be held at Universal Lending Pavilion in Denver on Sunday, 
May 21, 2006 (seats in SN's discretion), and a pair of passes to meet the members of the Black 
Eyed Peas before the concert. The approximate retail value of the prize is $3500.00, although the 
actual value of the trip may vary depending on travel arrangements. 

5, PRIZE CONDITIONS: All federal, state, or other taxes associated with the prize will be the sole 
responsibility of the Winner. The Winner is responsible for all costs and expenses involved in partici- 
pating in the trip that are not specifically included in the prize package, including, but not limited to, 
transportation expenses and Incidentats such as meals, gratuities and phone calls. The prize is not 
transferable or redeemable for cash, and no alteration or substitution will be permitted, except in the 
Sole discretion of SN. SN reserves the right to substitute a prize of equal value for the prize 
described above if such prize is unavailable, The Winner and his or her quest must have all neces- 
sary travel documents, including valid identification, and the guest must be at least twenty-one (21) 
years old. The Winner and his or her guest must have identical travel arrangements, and must be 
able to travel on May 20-22, 2006, or such other dates as SN may designate. SN is not responsible 
for flight changes or cancellation. 

6. SELECTION OF PRIZE WINNER: The Winner will be selected from all entries in a random drawing 
to be conducted on or about April 21, 2006 by SN, whose decisions are final and binding in all mat- 
ters related to the Sweepstakes. The odds of winning depend on the number of eligible entries 
received. 

7. WINNER NOTIFICATION: The Winner will be notified that he or she has been selected as the 
Winner by telephone or by first class mall, at the contact information supplied in such Winner's 
entry. If SN is unable to contact the Winner to notify the Winner that he or she has won, or if any 
Notification is returned as undeliverable, for any reason beyond SN’s control, the prize will be forfeit- 
ed and a substitute Winner may be selected. The Winner will be required to provide valid identifica- 
tion and to execute releases that SN deems necessary, without additional compensation, including, 
but not limited to, an Affidavit of Eligibility, a Liability Release, and a Publicity Release. Failure to 
comply with these requirements in a timely manner, or failure to meet the eligibility criteria, will 
result in disqualification. Neither SN nor Honda is responsible for or shall be liable for any prize or 
prize notification that is retumed as undeliverable or for a Winner's failure to provide the necessary 
documentation. The Winner's quest must also sign a Liability Release and a Publicity Release in 
order to accompany the Winner on the trip. By entering the Sweepstakes, each Entrant consents to 
the use by Honda, SN, and their respective designees of his or her name, photograph, voice, biogra- 
phical information, and likeness for advertising, publicity, and promotional purposes in any media 
now known or hereinafter developed, without territorial or time limitations, including for use on the 
SN web site (www.sportingnews.com), in The Sporting News magazine and Sporting News Radio, 
without any additional compensation (except where prohitted by law). 

8. IMITATIONS OF LIABILITY: By entering the Sweepstakes, all Entrants release and hold harmless 
Honda, SN, Rubin Postaer and Associates, Ignition, Inc., RPM, Inc., these companies’ parent como- 
rations, subsidiaries, and affiliates, and the officers, directors, sharehoklers, agents, and emplayees 
of all such companies (collectively, "Released Parties") from and against any and all costs, expens- 
es, ability, damages, injuries, calms, or causes of action of any Kind arising out of or in connection 
with participation in the Sweepstakes or acceptance, use, or misuse of any prize and any travel 
related thereto, including, but not limited to, claims for personal injury, death, property damage, 
defamation, infringement of intellectual property rights, and claims based on the rights of publicity 
and privacy. Additionally, Entrants agree that the Released Parties are not responsible for and shall 
not be liable for: (a) lost, late, illegible, misdirected, mutilated, damaged, incomplete, retumed mail, 
Or postage due mail or entries; (b) any act, failure to act, delay, or error retating to the transmitting or 
processing of entries, whether negligent, reckless, or willful; (c) postal service, telecommunications 
network, phone system, or other difficulties of any kind; (d) any conditions caused by events beyond 
the control of SN that may cause the Sweepstakes to be disrupted or corrupted; (e) any losses or 
damages of any Kind resulting directly or indirectly from acceptance, use, or misuse of any prize 
awarded in the Sweepstakes or from participation in the Sweepstakes; or (f) any incorrect or inac- 
curate information in any materials relating to the Sweepstakes. SN may prohibit any Entrant from 
participating in this Sweepstakes of any future promotion, and may refuse to award a prize to an 
Entrant if SN determines, in its sole discretion, that such Entrant; () has tampered with the entry 
process or the operation of the Sweepstakes; (i) has violated the Official Rules; or (iii) has acted in 
an unsportsmanlike, improper, or otherwise disruptive manner, with an intent to annoy, abuse, 
threaten, or harass SN or any other Entrant. SN reserves the right, in its sole discretion, to cancel, 
terminate, modify, or suspend the Sweepstakes without notice in the event of terrorist activity, acts 
of war, or other events constituting a national, state, or local emergency, or if causes beyond SN's 
Control corrupt the administration, security, or operation of the Sweepstakes. ANY ATTEMPT BY AN 
ENTRANT OR ANY OTHER INDIVIDUAL TO DELIBERATELY DAMAGE ()R UNDERMINE THE LEGITIMATE 
OPERATION OF THE SWEEPSTAKES IS A VIOLATION OF CRIMINAL AND CIVIL LAWS AND SHOULD 
‘SUCH AN ATTEMPT BE MADE, SN RESERVES THE RIGHT TO SEEK DAMAGES AND OTHER REMEDIES 
FROM ANY SUCH ENTRANT TO THE FULLEST EXTENT PERMITTED BY LAW. 

9. USE OF DATA: SN will collect and use personal data in accordance with its privacy policy, avail- 
able for review at www.sportingnews.com. 

10. RULES: To receive a copy of the Official Rules, please mail your request together with a self- 
addressed, stamped envelope to: Sporting News Honda Civic Tour Sweepstakes, 475 Park Avenue 
‘South, 27th Floor, New York, NY 10016, by June 30, 2006. 

11. WINNERS LIST: To obtain the name of the Winner, please mail your request together with a self- 
addressed, stamped envelope to: Sporting News Honda Tour Civic Sweepstakes, 475 Park Avenue 
South, 27th Floor, New York, NY 10016, by July 31, 2006. The name of the Winner will be available 
after the Winner has been verified and the prize has been awarded. 

12. CHOICE OF LAW: Except where prohibited, all issues and questions concerning the construction, 
Validity, interpretation and enforceability of the Rules or the rights and obligations of the Entrants and 
SN shall be govemed by, and construed in accordance with the laws of the State of New York. 

All Entrants consent to the jurisdiction and venue of the courts located within the Souther District 
of New York. 

Sponsor: The Sporting News, 475 Park Avenue South, 27th Floor, New York, NY 10016 


NCAA TOURNAMENT CHAMPIONSHIP 


Go ahead—try and tell these guys Florida is a football school. 


Brewer and point guard 
Taurean Green enjoyed 
enough success as 
freshmen for those with 
some small degree of 
prescience to project 
Florida as a fringe NCAA 
Tournament team. 

“I knew how great of a 
team we were,” backup big 
man Chris Richard says. 
“We knew our chemistry 
was great. We knew all of us 
were capable of going out 
and playing great ball if we 
got the opportunity. It’s a 
completely different team, a 
completely different year.” 

Chemistry is a word the 
Gators use a lot. They talk a 
lot about selflessness, too. 
“The main piece has been 
their willingness to remain 
unselfish,” coach Billy 
Donovan says. 

Reserve big man Adrian 
Moss talked often with 
Walsh a year ago about his 
decision to enter the NBA 
draft. 

“I was all for Matt 
staying,” Moss says. “I feel 
like we would have had the 
exact same team with Matt. 
Nothing would have been 
different. No chemistry 
would have been different.” 

This linguistic ballet is 
interesting because the 
Gators are trying to tell you 


something without saying it. 


They do not wish to speak 


20. 4/14/06 


ill of Roberson because they 
liked him—even if the facts 
show he was hard to play 
with at times. Roberson, the 
starting point guard, passed 
for 77 assists last season. 
This season, all five Florida 
starters finished with 70 or 
more. The Gators ended the 
title game with 21 assists on 
26 field goals. 

This is what Donovan 
wanted when he made some 
adjustments to his 
recruiting philosophy a 
couple of years ago—in the 
midst of a string of five 
consecutive years in which 
the Gators were eliminated 
from the NCAA Tournament 
by lower seeds. 

“So much of it right now 
has nothing to do with the 
talent level, it has so much 
to do with their makeup, 
what they’re about,” 
Donovan says. “If you have 
a guy who’s talented but is 
totally into himself—never 
had to be unselfish a day in 
his life—it’s really hard to 
change that mentality.” 

So the whole NBA draft 
issue doesn’t need to be 
debilitating to the teams it 
affects. It empowered the 
Gators. The new Florida did 
not take long to establish its 
superiority over UCLA. It 
was only 2 minutes into the 
game when Green blew past 
Bruins forward Cedric 


f 
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Bozeman and set up a short 
jump shot for Brewer. 
Bruins coach Ben Howland 
had hoped the 6-6 Bozeman 
would impair Green’s vision 
into the post. When Green 
detonated that strategy 
with his speed, UCLA was in 
serious jeopardy. 

The Gators’ quickness 
advantage was partly 
physiological, partly 
psychological. They were so 
much more convinced they 
belonged here. UCLA 
players who had been so 
valuable against LSU were 
bothered by the stage—or 
the Gators—and soon were 
guilty of turnovers 
(Bozeman), dreadful misses 
(Luc Richard Mbah a Moute) 
or both (Lorenzo Mata). 

Fearful of Noah’s 
presence, UCLA turned easy 
shots into difficult ones, and 
not totally without reason. 
Noah recorded five of his 
six blocks in the first half. 
The Bruins’ chances of 
rescuing themselves from 
an 11-point halftime deficit 
weren't good, not with 
Brewer's relentless defense 
shutting down shooting 
guard Arron Afflalo. 

“We tasted blood early. 
We knew we had to just 
keep it going,” Noah says. 
“On the stat sheet, I hada 
lot of blocks, but you look 
at what Corey did in terms 
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When George Mason coach Jim Larranaga pulled his 
starters with 48 seconds remaining in the national semifinals 
against Florida, the players walked off to a standing ovation 
from the thousands of green-and-gold-clad Patriots fans in the 
RCA Dome. 


Recognizing the moment, the UCLA fans behind the Patriots’ 


bench also rose to their feet to acknowledge the remarkable 
run that took a little-known mid-major 
from Fairfax, Va., to the Final Four. 

As George Mason guard Lamar Butler 
put it, the Patriots changed the face of 
college basketball. But now Larranaga 
faces not only the challenge of replacing 
three senior starters but also questions of 
whether this was a one-year wonder—or 
whether he can build a Gonzaga-like 
power in the Colonial Athletic Association. 

“The greater the expectation, the greater 
the pressure, the more likely you fall short,” Larranaga says. 
“We'll just continue to be who we are and believe in the things 
we do, try to be the best we can.” 


Everything in 
a rebuilding 
program. 


Larranaga will be able to rebuild next season around Folarin 
Campbell, the team’s most versatile player, and forward Will 
Thomas, who was part of the Colonial's all-defensive team. 

It will be an uphill battle, perhaps, just to make the 
tournament next season. But considering how far the players’ 
belief in one another carried them this season, we shouldn't 
sell them short. —B.T. 
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Noah’s rise to stardom 
propelled the Gators 
to their title. 


of just hustle plays and back tips. 
Al Horford was a monster in 
there. Guys coming off the bench, 
Adrian Moss—whew! Even a guy 
like Lee Humphrey, who you guys 
see as just a 3-point shooter, what 
he did on defense on (Jordan) 
Farmar. ... It was a team effort, 
and we played to that identity all 
year.” 


t would not be totally without 
precedent if success were to 
lead to the dismantling of 
these Gators. Their 
overwhelming start to the 
season—17-0—led to their only 
difficult period. With that great 
start came a level of consistency 
to the team’s performance. There 
was that sense of cooperation. 
There was every reason to 
believe Florida could contend for 
a Southeastern Conference 
championship. But then came a 
5-6 stretch that made the Gators 
appear to be too young, too frail, 
too ordinary. They entered 
March with no shot at the 
regular-season SEC title but not 
without an understanding of why 
that was the case. When they 
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Horford’s corralling this 
rebound was a prime 
example of how the Gators 
established themselves 
early in the game with 
aggressive plays. 
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blew out Kentucky at Rupp Arena 
on the final day of the regular 
season, Horford and Noah 
admitted they had allowed their 
intensity to wane. They weren't 
defending with the same zeal. 
And now they understood the 
consequences. 

Over their final 11 games, the 
Gators didn’t lose and allowed 
only one team to reach 70 points. 
In that stretch, Noah powered 
ahead with averages of 16.5 points 
and 9.5 rebounds, establishing 
himself not only as the foundation 
of Florida’s excellence but also as 
the new American Idol for the NBA 
draft crowd. 

Horford and Brewer entered as 
players the pro scouts were eager 
to watch and delivered seasons 
that suggest significant potential. 
Noah, however, stands above the 
others. He almost certainly is 7-0 
but insists on being listed at 6-11 
so he isn’t defined as a center. 
Ballhandling is his most advanced 
skill, which Donovan uses to the 
Gators’ advantage on a set called 
“Five High.” The other four Gators 
essentially stretch the defense 
from the lane and allow Noah to 
challenge the opposing center 
one-on-one, using his dribble to 
create an opportunity for himself 
or a teammate. He devastated the 
Bruins from that set. 

Noah is not a finished product, 
however. Not close. He shoots his 
jumper like a flamingo might, with 
his long left arm reaching directly 
toward the ceiling and his right 
arm flipping at the ball to cut it 
loose. Noah’s jump hook and 
timing on shot blocks are terrific, 
but he is not yet physically 
powerful enough to make either 
work for him at the NBA level. 

“All of a sudden, his future was 
supposed to change because he 
had some good games,” says his 
father, Yannick Noah, a former 
tennis champion. “The most 
important thing was for him to 
focus on trying to play these 
games. They really worked hard 
to be here, and you don’t want to 
start thinking about other things. 

“He’s going to have a lot of time 
and we’re going to talk, and at the 
end of the day it’s going to be his 
decision. His problem is now that 
he played well enough for the last 
month that people have said, ‘You 
might be going to play in the 
NBA.’ It’s another beautiful 
problem to have.” 


Block party 


UCLA backup center Lorenzo Mata 
must have found it hard to believe— 
finally some space inside. There he was 
midway through the first half, deep in 
the lane with a relatively easy path to 
the goal. 

The thing was, Mata couldn’t believe 
it. Instead of attacking the basket, he 
hesitated. There was panic in his eyes. 

Mata wasn't being guarded by Joakim 
Noah or Al Horford, who seemed to be 
altering every UCLA shot within 20 feet 
of the basket. Instead, Mata was facing 
reserve big man Chris Richard, he of 13 
blocks on the season entering the game. 
Still, Mata pump-faked, went up softly 
and put up an airball from about 5 feet. 
On the Bruins’ next possession, Mata 
rebounded his own missed layup, and 
Richard made good on what Mata had 
feared and blocked the attempt. 

Such was the Gators’ complete 
defensive domination of UCLA. Leading 
up to the game, UCLA's defense got 
more coverage than a high-speed chase 
along the 405 in Southern California. 
But Florida also had reached this game 
because of its defensive intensity. 

While the Gators were able to pick 
apart the Bruins—they got their 45th 
point, the same total UCLA's past two 
opponents had scored for the entire 
game, with 16 minutes, 7 seconds left in 
the second half—the Bruins never could 
crack the Gators’ pressure. 

“We got sped up,’ UCLA coach Ben 
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Howland says. “We got a little hurried. 
We had opportunities to actually come 
into the paint and stop, but we were 
moving too fast.” 

The Gators rediscovered their energy 
and focus on defense the last 11 games 
of the season (see chart). In the 
tournament, their pressure peaked— 
opponents shot 34.7 percent from the 
field and 26.8 from 3-point range. They 
blocked a championship-game record 
10 shots against UCLA and had 44 
blocks in the tournament, second 
all-time. 

In the Final Four, Noah established 
the team’s emphatic defensive tone by 
rejecting George Mason's Jai Lewis on 
the first play. In the title game against 
UCLA, he blocked a record six shots. 
Meanwhile, his teammates—led by 
long-armed forward Corey Brewer— 
trapped and applied pressure all over 
the court as coach Billy Donovan artfully 
mixed his defenses. Even when the 
Bruins got free in transition, the Gators 
often recovered and deflected balls from 
behind. 

All season, the Gators talked about 
team unity. That togetherness was a 
factor in disrupting UCLA in the title 
game. UCLA's offense never was 
mistaken for a Californian beauty, but 
against the Gators, it never had a 
chance. It was clear which team’s 
defense was of championship caliber. 


—Benson Taylor 


Order by calling 314-993-7787, 
or e-mail sgictsch @sportingnews.com, 


Please allow 2-3 weeks for delivery. 


SHORING 
keepsake 
covers 


Defending champio 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


Brewer made 
good things 
happen with 
the ball but 
was most 
effective on 
defense, 
using his 
length and 
athleticism 
to bother 
the Bruins. 
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During Florida’s 11-game winning streak to close the season, 
opponents shot 36.5 percent, including 25.4 percent from 3-point 
range. The Gators gave up 56.7 points per game in the NCAA 
tournament. The stingiest champion in the shot clock era, which 
began with the 1985-86 season, was Michigan State, 56.3 in 2000. 
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Get ready for next 
season to take off 


The clock has struck :00 on another college basketball 
campaign, which means only one thing: 
The countdown is on for 2006-07 By Kyle Veltrop 


Players 
on the rise 


G Mario Chalmers, Kansas. He's not 
better than Brandon Rush, but Chalmers had a 
better scoring average, 14.7 to 13.7, over the 
final 19 games. 

G Jamont Gordon, Mississippi State. The 
young pups have a stats stuffer and a primary 
building block in Gordon. 

F Jeff Green, Georgetown. Sometime 
soon—Ssay, next season—John Thompson will 
turn Green's tantalizing talent into prodigious 
production. 

F Richard Hendrix, Alabama. He already 
is a beast on the boards, and he also has the 
tools to be a big scorer. 

G Kyle Lowry, Villanova. He will go from a 
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supporting to a starring role as fast as he 
moves from one end of the court to the other. 

G Jerel McNeal, Marquette. He became 
a consistent scorer this season and will team 
with Dominic James to form a dynamic 
backcourt. 

C Cedric Simmons, N.C. State. If he 
makes half the strides he did from his 
freshman to sophomore seasons, he will be 
All-ACC as a junior. 

F Sam Young, Pittsburgh. He blends grit 
and skill and plays with guards who can get 
him the ball. 

G Marcus Williams, Arizona. He is a 
dangerous long-range shooter who can score 
in other ways. 

F Sean Williams, Boston College. As he 
showed during the NCAA Tournament, he is a 
shot-blocking freak. 


Hot names for summer 
recruiting, according 
to Rivals.com 


G 0.J. Mayo, Cincinnati. The best wing prospect since LeBron 
James. 

F Bill Walker, Cincinnati. Walker, who finishes with ridiculous 
power, is rumored to be in a package deal with Mayo. 

F Kyle Singler, Medford, Ore. He's a versatile scorer with 
great range. 

F Kevin Love, Lake Oswego, Ore. He will be an immediate 
force on the glass for North Carolina or UCLA. 

F Michael Beasley, Mouth of Wilson, Va. He has committed 
to Charlotte, but don’t be surprised if he ends up elsewhere. 

G Derrick Rose, Chicago. He has size and athletic ability and 
looks like a future NBA point guard. 

F Herb Pope, Aliquippa, Pa. This athletic big man reopened 
his recruiting after committing to Pitt. 

F Anthony Randolph, Dallas. The best big man in Texas, he 
has been dominant in early AAU tournaments. 

G Nate Miles, Toledo, Ohio. Miles, who's multidimensional, 
went back on a pledge to Xavier and is getting notice from elite 
programs. 


Whose stock is rising? Whose is falling? Who has committed 
Be where? For all of the recruiting buzz from Rivals.com, visit 


sportingnews.com/cbasketball/recruiting/national/, 


Chalmers 
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Huge decisions: 
to go or not to go 


C LaMarcus Aldridge, Texas 

C Glen Davis, LSU 

G Jordan Farmar, UCLA 

F Joakim Noah, Florida 

F Leon Powe, California 

F Brandon Rush, Kansas 

F Tyrus Thomas, LSU 

F Shawne Williams, Memphis 
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Market items vary by location. 


At the end of the day, even the most battle-hardened road warrior 
appreciates a cup of sweet, smooth tapioca. Or cool, creamy pistachio 
ice cream. Or fresh ham and swiss on a baguette. Whatever business 
travelers’ intrepid hearts desire, the new 24-hour markets in 
Courtyard’s redesigned lobbies have what it takes to satisfy them. 


SED 
COURTYARD 
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Potential 
preseason No. 1s 


North Carolina. The front-runner because Tyler Hansbrough is 
coming back and the incoming kids are really, really good. 

Texas. LaMarcus Aldridge, Kevin Durant, Daniel Gibson and DJ. 
Augustin were McDonald's All Americans, and PJ. Tucker is not too 
bad, either. And you thought Mack Brown was a good recruiter. 

Kansas. Those stud freshmen will be supported by another star 
class, headed by guard Sherron Collins. 

UCLA. Imagine this group experienced and whole—and then 
add in McDonald's All American James Keefe. 

Ohio State. Sure, you would like to see the freshmen play a 
college game before anointing them with such a ranking, but it’s 
better to be ahead of the curve, right? 

Memphis. Antonio Anderson and Chris Douglas-Roberts will 
make up for the production lost because of Rodney Carney’s 


| Mid-majors that 
will be a handful 


Southern Illinois. The Salukis pretty much return 
everyone—even cheerleader Kristi Yamaoka is only 
going to be a junior. The defense is outstanding; now, 
the Salukis just need more offensive punch. 

Bradley. Patrick O’Bryant can be dominant if he 
becomes more 
assertive. And a 
dominant 7-footer 
can take you 
places. 

Hofstra. Guards 
Loren Stokes and 
Antoine Agudio 
return after both 
averaged 17-plus 
points in 2005-06. 
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departure. And Shawne Williams, assuming he returns, isn’t just . Impact Oral Roberts. 4 
going to get better—he’s going to be great. newcomers i er 3 t ee Wg 
Duke. Not by the Sportinc News, mind you. But someone will : sae Soe the 3 
consider the Devils just out of habit. (other than Greg Oden) ith et Galak fs 
F Chase Budinger, Arizona Green, who might = 


Seton Hall 


G Javaris Crittenton, Georgia Tech 
F Kevin Durant, Texas 

C Spencer Hawes, Washington 

G Tywon Lawson, North Carolina 
F Vernon Macklin, Georgetown 


be the best player 
returning to a mid-major. 

Winthrop. Gregg Marshall returns four starters 
from a team that lost to Tennessee by two points in 
the NCAAs. 


fi Teams that made the NCAA Tournament 
rin 2006 but won’t in ’07 


lowa Oklahoma West Virginia 


) Coaches who need 
to win big—or else 


Ernie Kent, Oregon. A lively program has gone flat fast. 

Tommy Amaker, Michigan. That wasn’t the final four 
Wolverines fans had in mind. 

Barry Collier, Nebraska. Not that the Cornhuskers 
could do much better. 
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The return of the superpower. When TSN’s 
college hoops aficionados gathered last summer to 
pick a preseason No. 1 for 2005-06, the 
conversation was about which teams had the fewest 
flaws instead of which had overwhelming strengths. 


Story line 
for 2006-07 
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New coaches who 
can win quickly 


Bob Huggins, Kansas State. This was the 
first NCAA Tournament without him since 1991. 
Don't get used to it. 

Kelvin Sampson, Indiana. He landed with 
such a thud you would have thought Ralph 
Sampson was hired. But this Sampson has a 
better track record than, say, Steve Alford. If 
Robert Vaden and D.J. White stick around, 
Sampson will have two of the Big Ten’s best to 
help him break into his new job. 
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That won't happen this time around. The gap 
between mid-major powers and middle-of-the-road 
teams from power conferences won't be great. But 
the gap between Nos. 1 and 8 seeds will be 
tremendous. 
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Before the race starts the drama begins hehind the 
scenes and off the track. With late-breaking news, 
analysis and commentary, NASCAR RaceDay is the 
ultimate NASCAR pre-race show. 
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RS BUILT BY “NASCAR RaceDay airs at 11am et for all Sunday races and 90 minutes prior to all Saturday race start times. 
THE HOME DEPOT TO KEEP SPEED CALL 1-888-22-SPEED TODAY. Check out SPEEDtv.com for programming news and highlights, plus the SPEED store — hooks, swag, outerwear, dvds and more, Schedule subject to change. 


No quarterback in the draft can 
match the down-the-road potential of 
JAY CUTLER, whose stock has taken a 
sharp upward turn By Dennis Dillon 


dmit it. Before last fall, you hadn’t heard of Jay Cutler. No, 
testosterone breath, not the bodybuilder from Las Vegas who 
looks as though his biceps, pecs and quads are ready to burst. 
We're talking about the football player from Santa Claus, Ind., 
whose rapid rise has expanded the number of premier 
quarterback prospects in the NFL draft from company to crowd. 

SEC coaches knew about Cutler, who played at Vanderbilt. They voted 
him to the conference’s 2005 preseason team—ahead of Florida’s Chris Leak, 
who passed for 1,353 more yards and 19 more touchdowns in '04. Cutler lived up 
to their expectations and was the SEC’s offensive player of the year. Now, NFL talent 
evaluators are measuring the dandy from Vandy against Southern California’s Matt 
Leinart and Texas’ Vince Young. 

“I feel Cutler will be the best of the three,” says Panthers college scouting director 
Tony Softli. “He has that cocky confidence, the fire burning in his belly. He has the 
stronger arm, he has mobility, he’s fearless to make the big play, and he has a 
whatever-it-takes-type attitude.” 

Cutler has skyrocketed from a third-round prospect to a top 10 overall pick 


because of his performance in four phases. 


THE ’05 SEASON 


Wow factor: Cutler grabs the attention of NFL scouts 
by leading Vanderbilt—Vanderbilt—to a 4-0 start, 
including last-minute, come-from-behind victories over 
Wake Forest and Arkansas. In the season finale in 
Knoxville, Cutler’s 5-yard touchdown pass to Earl 
Bennett with 1:11 left lifts the Commodores to a 28-24 
victory—their first against Tennessee since 1982. For 
the season, Cutler completes 273 of 462 passes 
(59.1 percent) for 3,073 yards and 21 touchdowns, 
with only nine interceptions. 

Whoa factor: Playing behind an inconsistent line, 
Cutler develops some bad habits. He often throws off his 
back foot and doesn’t set his feet or align his hips when 
he throws. He takes a lot of hits and is sacked 23 times, 
which raises his career total to 80. 

The buzz: “People recognized he clearly had the team 
on his back and he seemed not to flinch in that situation, 
says Browns general manager Phil Savage. Seahawks 
director of pro personnel Will Lewis says, “Some of the 
decisions he made, the throws he made and the overall 
leadership you look for in a quarterback is what I saw. 
You felt like he was able to excel in all those areas.” 


” 
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This is ... 


His pregame ritual: “I try to do something 
different every game. Sometimes, I'll throw before we 
g0 out (for warmups). Sometimes, | won't” 

On his hometown, Santa Claus, Ind.: “Every year, 
they have the Festival of Lights. There’s a route that goes 
around this big lake. Everyone decorates their houses if 
they're on the route. Greyhound buses full of people come 
to look at the lights. It’s crazy.” 

Likes to dine: At Fleming's Prime Steakhouse & Wine Bar, 
near the Vanderbilt campus. Usually orders the New York strip. 

Cool thing about Nashville: “Any time you're out on a 
weekend, you can see country stars come into little 
hole-in-the-wall places and get up and sing.” 

Likes to chill: At the beach, Favorite destinations are the 
Bahamas, Acapulco, Mexico, and Destin, Fla. 

On being the son of a state trooper: “My dad left his job at 
work. He let us do our own things and make our own mistakes. My 
dad was the easy one; my mom was kind of the tough one” 

Peculiar trait: Air-dries his shirts and pants. “They don’t shrink 
that way. | hang them up in the bathroom, my room, wherever.” 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


Cutler has the physical tools to 
succeed in the NFL, and his 
fearless, hard-driving style 
has some scouts comparing 
him to Favre. 


THE SENIOR BOWL 


Wow factor: Performing on a big stage—general 
managers, head coaches and personnel directors 


from every team are watching in Mobile, Ala—Cutler 


confirms what college scouts saw on tape during the 
season. A member of the North team (coached by 
the Titans), he has a solid week of practice, showing 
some mobility and displaying his 
ability to throw deep. 
Whoa factor: Cutler is more 
impressive in practice than 
in the game. Defenses are 
limited in their schemes 
and aren’t allowed to 
blitz, but he misses 
several throws and 
finishes with mediocre 
statistics. Leinart 
elects to not play in 
the game; Young isn’t 
eligible because he’s a 
junior. 

The buzz: “He did a 
decent job picking up the 
offensive scheme,” says Titans 
quarterbacks coach Craig 
Johnson. “Could he spit back the 
verbiage? It sounds like that’s 
not important, but that is a huge 
deal for guys coming into the 
NFL—just to be able to call the plays. He was able to 
do that.” Former NFL cornerback Mike Mayock, who 
is evaluating players for the NFL Network, labels 
Cutler as the best quarterback in the draft. 
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THE SCOUTING 
COMBINE 


Wow factor: Cutler is flawless in passing 
drills, even though he isn’t familiar with his 
receivers. He performs all the drills except 
the vertical and broad jumps. His best time 
in the 40 is 4.77, and his 23 reps in the 
bench press (he’s one of two quarterbacks 
who lift) are more than 14 offensive 
linemen and 11 defensive linemen. 

Whoa factor: Scouts can’t compare 
Cutler with Leinart and Young, who don’t 
participate in the drills or 
workout. 

The buzz: “It showed he’s 
got nothing to hide and he’s 
confident in what he is and 
what he brings to the table,” 
says Savage. Says Lewis: 
“He’s not one of those 
pretty-boy types. He’s a 
blue-collar, go-get-it type of 
quarterback.” 


MICHAEL CONROY / AP 


VANDY’S PRO DAY 


Wow factor: Despite somewhat 
adverse conditions—windy, temperature 
in the mid40s—Cutler elects to throw 
outside on Vanderbilt's practice field. “I 
don’t care where I throw,” he says. “T’ll 
throw in the street.” Cutler makes all the 
passes: short, intermediate, deep, on the 
move. One time, he rolls to his left, pulls 
up and unleashes a 55-yard post. He 
throws about as well as he can; by one 
offensive coordinator’s count, he misses 
on only one of 45 attempts. 

Whoa factor: Cutler is in an almost too 
comfortable environment and throws to receivers he has been working 
with for several years. Vanderbilt quarterbacks coach Jimmy Kiser 
choreographed the 45-pass script and Cutler has rehearsed it three times. 

The buzz: “The circumstances weren't ideal, but that’s part of it,” says 
Johnson. “Probably about one-fourth to one-half of your games (in the 
NFL) are not going to be played in ideal weather.” 


EPILOGUE 


Most NFL evaluators think Leinart is the top quarterback in the draft. 
He played in a pro-style offense at USC and is the most polished. 

Young is the most athletic—his mobility is off the charts—but his 
unorthodox throwing motion bothers some scouts. 

Because of his toughness, improvisational skills and gunslinger 
approach, Cutler sometimes is compared to Brett Favre. Cutler will need 
to refine his footwork and be more patient. But scouts like his strong 
arm, poise and survivor mentality. 

“If you asked me who I'd want to start in a game tomorrow, I'd say 
Leinart,” says an AFC personnel director. “If you asked me who I'd like to 
start for 16 games over the next three years, I’d say Cutler. ... Cutler will 
make strides, and he will be better than Leinart in the long haul.” TSN 
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The Cell was on vibrate Sunday 
as the best team in the land 
returned to the South Side. 
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he line at the Hyatt 
Regency on the shore 
of Lake Michigan was 
three, sometimes 
four fans wide, 
weaving through the 
depths of the hotel’s 
Gold Level, along 
hallways, past 
oversize mirrors and the green 
plastic of faux potted plants, up 
the stairs through the Bronze 
Level, up more stairs to the lobby, 
where it wound around the 
perimeter into the north door of 
the Crystal Ballroom, out the 
ballroom’s south door, back into 
the lobby and outside into the 
Chicago winter afternoon. More 
and more fans added to the line’s 
impossible length. Eventually, it 
reached Michigan Avenue. 

This was SoxFest 2006, the 


annual meet-and-greet for the 
White Sox and their fans, and for 
the first time in the event’s 
history, it was sold out. The Sox 
took in 25,000 fans over that 
January weekend, and it seemed 
all of them, for at least a while, 
were huddled in that line. 

And Sunday, on a rainy opening 
night at U.S. Cellular Field, there 
were more lines—fans, many of 
whom had spent the afternoon 
tailgating, crowded every gate, 
waiting 30 minutes to file into the 
sold-out first game of the season. 
The crowd was worked into such 
an anticipatory frenzy that a mere 
please-stay-off-the-field 
public service announcement 
from new arrival Jim Thome drew 
a standing ovation. 

So you can only imagine the 
response when Thome blasted 


Recent history isn't on the champs’ side 
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Heavy on the salt: Guillen (right) will tell his boys—as only Ozzie 


can—to come and get it one more time. 


his first home run—431 feet and 
longer than any White Sox player 
hit all last season—and gave the 
White Sox a 6-3 lead. They 
eventually beat the Indians, 10-4. 
Added attention is an 
expected offshoot of wild 
success, and no doubt last year’s 
99-win regular season, followed 
by an 11-1 postseason, including 
a World Series sweep, qualifies as 
success. That it happened in 
Chicago, a city whose two 
big-league teams played 185 
seasons combined without a 
championship, makes it all the 
more wild. Sure, there are 
negatives that go with the 
attention. The White Sox, so 
accustomed to playing in the 
shadow of the North Side’s Cubs, 
have become much more 
visible—too visible for manager 


Ozzie Guillen, who says, “It is a 
pain in the ass to be me right 
now.” 

Maybe so, but that’s because 
Sox support grew exponentially in 
the offseason. It’s as if the 
championship awakened a 
hibernating nation of fans. The 
team already has sold 2.2 million 
tickets—100,000 short of last 
year’s total for the season—and 
doubled its season-ticket base. 
Bars, even ones perilously close 
to Wrigley Field, fly Sox flags (just 
stop by the 7-10 Lounge, about a 
mile from Clark and Addison). 
Local papers are more concerned 
with Scott Podsednik’s health 
than Kerry Wood's. Suddenly, 
Paul Konerko jerseys aren’t so 
gauche. 

The White Sox have the city’s 
attention. Now they have to keep 


The last back-to-back World Series champions were the 2000 Yankees. In the 
seasons that have followed, the teams attempting to repeat have met various 
fates—dramatic heartbreak, playoff poundings and plain futility. 


Red Sox 


Marlins 


Angels 


ea — oo 
Remember when Foulke 
was a champion closer? 
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Gained the wild card 
with a 95-67 record 
but lost three straight 
to the White Sox in 
the ALDS. 


a brutal September 
schedule but missed 
the playoffs. 


Finished 91-71 despite 


Diamondbacks 


Yankees 


Pitching slump 

contributed to a 
77-85 record—19 
games behind the 


As in the A.L. West. Cardinals. 


Won the N.L. West with 
a 98-64 mark, then 

scored only six runs in 
an NLDS sweep by the 


Went 95-65 in the 
regular season and 
needed just two outs to 
repeat before Arizona's 
Game 7 rally. —S.D. 
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it. “People in this city responded 
to what we accomplished last 
year,” first baseman Konerko says. 
“But if we want them to continue 
to respond, we have to continue 
those accomplishments.” 

That’s where things get dodgy. 
Repeating is difficult. Two of the 
past four world champions did 
not make the playoffs the 
following year. The other two 
were swept in the first round. 
These White Sox have harped on 
avoiding complacency and 
staying hungry, but a 10-19 
Cactus League record was a 
head-scratcher. Sure, it was only 
spring training, but there seemed 
to be a lack of hunger. “If they 
aren’t hungry,” says Guillen, 
leaning on his sailor-inspired 
vocabulary, “I'll f—— make them 
hungry.” 

The White Sox made 
improvements in the offseason by 
adding righthander Javier 
Vazquez and utilitymen Rob 
Mackowiak and Alex Cintron in 
addition to Thome, but this group 
still thrives on pitching, defense, 
speed and unselfishness. That's 


important when it comes to 
repeating in the A.L. Central, 
baseball’s most improved 
division. “What will it take to 
repeat?” Podsednik wondered 
aloud. “Probably 98 to 100 wins, 
plus to have everyone else have 
less than that. And then a good 
run in October.” 

Sounds simple. But the 
pressure to win again probably is 
greater on the White Sox than on 
any recent champion. That’s 
because a key aspect of general 
manager Ken Williams’ plan has 
been to think on a grand scale, to 
treat the franchise like the 
big-market team it should be. 
Since opening their new park in 
1991, the White Sox have 
struggled to attract fans to the 
South Side, thanks in part to 
owner Jerry Reinsdorf's 
association with the 1994-95 


strike. Because of low attendance, 


the team conducted itself like a 
middle-market club, even though 
it’s in the country’s third-most 
populous metropolitan area. 

No more. Williams dusted off 
the team checkbook, and the 
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payroll now stands at about 

$98 million, up from $76 million. 
That allows Williams to field a 
higher-quality team. The 
rotation—Mark Buehrle, Jon 
Garland, Freddy Garcia, Jose 
Contreras and Vazquez—is the 
best in the league, and it will cost 
$44 million this season. The 
White Sox have committed 

$133 million in extensions for 
Garland, Contreras and catcher 
A.J. Pierzynski and a new deal for 
Konerko. “People who talk about 
why we did not win for all that 
time forget that we had s— 
teams,” Guillen says. “Now we are 
getting better players. It’s easier 
to win that way.” 

If the White Sox flop this year, if 
they slip behind the Indians 
and/or the Twins in the Central, 
the long-term impact of their 
championship will be diminished. 
The Cubs attract with their 
charming ballpark and bars 
aplenty; the White Sox’s 
neighborhood is mostly concrete 
and highway, so the club must 
keep winning for fans to keep 
showing up. “It’s hard because 


arts 
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Podsednik is a key 
part of ensuring the 
Sox’s chances don’t 
leave the yard. 


you are coming down from such a 
high,” says right fielder Jermaine 
Dye, last year’s World Series MVP. 
“But at the same time, it’s 2006. 
Winning in 2005 was great, but it’s 
in the history books now.” 

Or, as Guillen puts it, “I havea 
2005 ring. Yeah, who gives a s—?” 


ix weeks ago, Guillen sat in 

a golf cart in Tucson as 

spring training opened, 

watching Thome. The 

White Sox were playing 
their first intrasquad game, with 
Buehrle on the mound and 
Thome on deck. Guillen asked, 
“Jim, if you get a hit, you want me 
to put in a pinch runner?” 

“No, I'm OK,” Thome said. 

“I wasn’t asking to protect 
you,” Guillen said. “I was asking 
because you're slow.” 

Thome later chuckled about 
Guillen’s repartee. “For a 
manager, he keeps things as loose 
as I've ever seen,” Thome said. 

Of course, Guillen has good 
reason to keep Thome loose. The 
manager knows that his 
lefthanded bat—in the No. 3 or 4 
spot—could be the key to 2006. 
Guillen calls Thome the team’s 
lottery ticket. “Wish us luck,” he 
says. At 35, he is a gamble. 
Thome endured one of the most 
trying years of his life in 2005. He 
lost his mother to lung cancer in 
January before injuries to his 
back and right elbow limited him 
to 59 games. He hit just .207 with 
seven home runs. 

The trade to Chicago was a 
blessing. Thome is a native of 
Peoria, Ill. His new digs allow him 
to be near his father. After elbow 
surgery in August, Thome was 
back in the batting cages just 
after Christmas, and he increased 
his swings each week. By the time 
spring training was over, Thome 
looked primed and the Sox’s 
gamble looked like a winner—he 
hit .386 with eight homers in 19 
games. His opening night blast 
through the rain underscored 
that. 

“Lam going to be myself—an 
aggressive hitter,” Thome says. 
“But this is a fundamentally 
sound team; they do the little 
things, they sacrifice themselves. 
lam going to find my role. lam 
not going to force myself in 
here—I am going to learn from 
them.” 

Thome wasn’t the Sox’s only 
high-reward gamble. They also 
added Vazquez from Arizona, 


In just his third trip to the plate, Thome provided the power the Sox are expecting 


where he went 11-15 last year 
after going 14-10 with a 4.91 ERA 
with the Yankees in 2004. Chicago 
will attempt to do with Vazquez 
what it did so well with 
Contreras: take a talented pitcher 
whose confidence was shaken in 
the Bronx and nurture him to his 
potential. It helps that Vazquez, a 
native of Puerto Rico, will have 
the comfort of a Latin-friendly 
clubhouse, something that 
helped Contreras last year. 
“Ozzie, Freddy Garcia, (third base 
coach) Joey Cora—these are 
people I have known for a long 
time, so it is comfortable,” 
Vazquez said. “They took a 
chance on me; I want to pay them 
back.” 

Williams took even more 
chances this winter. Letting Frank 
Thomas, the franchise’s greatest 
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hitter, leave was the biggest. 
Giving up outstanding glove man 
Aaron Rowand was another. 
Letting Carl Everett, a consistent 
run producer, walk brought this 
negative observation from 
Everett: “No, they can’t repeat. 
They are not going to have the 
same chemistry. Rowand, myself, 
even (backup infielder) Willie 
(Harris) and Frank all had a 
presence in there, and now the 
new guys have to fit in.” 

But Williams and the White Sox 
won a World Series by being 
aggressive, and an offseason 
spent maintaining the status quo 
would have been out of character. 
“From what I know of this team,” 
says Konerko, “there was no way 
we were going to sit around and 
not do anything this winter to 
give us a better chance at 


re ae oe ree — 


from him this season. 
repeating.” 

The importance of this season 
is not so much in repeating. It’s in 
solidifying a new view of the Sox, 
in Chicago and across the nation. 
“The thing is sustained success,” 
Williams says. "We had a negative 
perception we wanted to change. 
Winning the World Series was a 
big step. But it has to be 
sustained in order to lift us in our 
market. People have to know we 
are going to do what it takes to be 
winners every year.” 

At stake is not just another 
trophy but a reputation. At stake 
are those lines, those long lines, 
every winter and every opening 
day, of eager fans rooting for a 
team no longer considered 
second-class. “This can be a great 
franchise,” Guillen says. “I hope 
this is just the start.” TSN 
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How the Sox 
can be stopped 


A good offseason for the 
defending champs has raised 
expectations. But that does not 
mean the White Sox are without 
questions and potential pitfalls. 

The bullpen. Closer Bobby 
Jenks, a godsend last summer 
and fall, showed up out of 
shape and posted a 6.55 ERA 
this spring. Plan B, former closer 
Dustin Hermanson, is having 
more problems with his back 
and might retire. The team will 
rely heavily on setup men 

and Cliff Polite. 


Center of attention. To get 
DH Jim Thome, the White Sox 
gave up Aaron Rowand, one of 
the game's best defensive 
center fielders. Brian Anderson, 
a 24-year-old rookie, takes over. 
The team will ask Anderson to 
do two things—play defense and 
cut down his strikeouts. 
Anderson fanned 12 times in 
34 big-league at-bats last year. 

Scott Podsednik’s health. 
The White Sox’s late-summer 
swoon last year coincided with a 
groin injury and a slump for 
their leadoff man. He spent this 
spring fighting injuries to his 
shoulder and groin. Manager 
Ozzie Guillen vows to rest 
Podsednik more, but the offense 
struggles without his speed. 

Too much Ozzie. Players 
responded to Guillen’s 
motormouth style last year. Will 
he grate on them this year? —S.D. 


Look, no hands! 


The NBAs no-touching police are patrolling the perimeter, 
with (really) offensive results By Ira Winderman 


n the late 1980s, an emerging superstar forced Ron Rothstein, then a 
Pistons assistant coach, to plot. The upshot of those strategy 
sessions came to be known as the Jordan Rules. For at least a few 
seasons, bumping, shoving and rerouting Michael Jordan was enough 
to make the Pistons a championship team. 

Now, nearly two decades later, amid a wildly different defensive climate 
in the NBA, Rothstein is asked whether those rules still can be applied. He 
smiles. “It’s harder,” he says. “It’s harder because you don’t get the 
advantage of gaining balance.” Or touching. Or having a fighting chance. 

Referees have been ordered to emphasize what often is called “the no- 
touching rule.” As the league continues its battle to keep scoring up and 
thuggery down, it is focusing on perimeter contact as never before. 

The ringing in your ears at NBA arenas probably 
isn’t tinnitus—it’s the shrill sound of a referee’s 
whistle. Entering the week, there had been 31 
instances this season in which a player had 
attempted 20 free throws in a game, almost all 
involving perimeter players. Last season, there were 
22 such instances. Two years ago, there were only 11. 

The top five players in free throw attempts this 
season are all perimeter players. Last season, only 
two of the top five were wing players. 

Though team scoring is holding steady, all those 
trips to the line have resulted in higher averages for 
players at the top of the scoring charts. For the first 
time in 24 seasons, three players—Kobe Bryant, Allen 
Iverson and LeBron James—are likely to average 
more than 30.0 points for the season. Two years ago, 
there wasn’t a single 30-point scorer. Entering the 
week, there had been 95 performances of 40 points or 
more, compared with 67 last season and 41 two 
seasons ago. 

Indeed, the league has created a statistical 
whirlwind, but there has been a price. The ebb and 
flow of an 82-game season has added a bit too much 
ebb, with the continuous whistles creating points for 
players who are more than capable of creating them 
for themselves. The aesthetics that result from 
increased scoring are being negated by all the whistles. 

The league’s stance is this is nothing new, at least 
this season. “It’s actually been in effect for two years,” 
says NBA senior vice president Stu Jackson. “It was 
really an outgrowth of the hand check. What evolved 
is players originally used the hand check in an eff 
to deter the offensive player or reroute him. And the 
we saw a real influx of body checks by players in an 
effort to reroute the offensive player off his path.” 


n one hand, the no-touch policy has 
coaches giving the ball to their slashers, 
which clears the court for either 
dynamic dunks or frequent free throws. 
On the other, those same coaches are at 
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their wits’ end trying to 
orchestrate an effective 
defense. 
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Prolific painters 


Scoring inside no longer is only a post player's 


really been the first year 
where the rule is starting 
to have an impact. We're 


is not rerouting players, he’s 
merely pestering them. The “look, 
no hands” approach is likely to 


It is an officiating style gach ats NE en ee going to have a 200-point become a teaching tool. 
that would have turned sen Fat oui league's top 10 eae paint game by a team pretty “We’re making the 
the smart folks who producers are players who set up out on the perimeter. soon.” adjustments,” Riley says. “We 


employed the Jordan 
Rules into Jordan's fools. 

“There is so much stuff 
being called out on the 
perimeter,” Knicks coach 
Larry Brown says. “I can’t 
imagine what Michael 
would have gotten with 
the hand-check rules the 
way they’re calling it 
now.” 

Jordan's former 
running partner is not so 
sure he could have 
reached his own level of 
success under the 
current rules. “I’m glad 
I’m not playing now,” 
Scottie Pippen says. “I 
wouldn’t be a good 
defensive player.” 

Even Rothstein, now a 
Heat assistant coach, is 
conflicted. Like many who 
were on Chuck Daly's 
Pistons staffs in the late 
’80s, he is consumed with 
the science of NBA 


Dwyane Wade, Heat 
PPG: 27.6. In the paint: 12.7. 


Scout’s take: “Of the guys here, he’s the most 
well-rounded in terms of how he scores inside. He’s got 
great quickness and an excellent crossover move, but 
he also gets a lot of points off lobs when he sets up in 
the post. He's really good at second-chance 
opportunities, too. If he misses a shot close in, he’s so 


quick he'll often score on the putback”” 


LeBron James, Cavaliers 


PPG: 31.2. In the paint: 12.4. 


Scout’s take: “He gets his (points) in transition, 
and he loves to attack from the top of the key. In the 
halfcourt offense, he'll catch a pass on a ball reversal 
and then beat his guy one-on-one. He's so strong that 
contact doesn’t bother him. He also has the ability to 
elevate; he's a guy who plays above the rim.’ 


Allen Iverson, 76ers 
PPG: 32.9. In the paint: 12.3. 


Scout’s take: “Like the other guys here, who also 
are righthanded, Iverson actually drives to his left 
more. While other guys at his age (30) are more likely 
to settle for jump shots, Iverson goes to the basket as 
much as ever. That results in a lot of free throws; he 
shoots more of them than anyone in the league (per 


Riley admits there is a 
drawback to the changes. 
“It’s visually better—you 
see guys with outrageous 
nights have 81 points,” 
he says, alluding to the 
league-high total scored 
by Bryant on January 22. 
“But I don’t like 26 or 30 
free throws by an 
individual. To me, that is 
ludicrous.” 

Jackson, the league 
vice president, sees 
more than an increase 
in free throws. He 
says a leaguewide a 
improvement in shooting 
percentage can be traced 
to tighter officiating. 
With players getting to 
the rim more easily, 
defenders have to leave 
their men to help more, 
which in turn leaves 
other players open for 
shots. All that, he says, is 
good for the game. 


changed our techniques on our 
hands. You always could count on 
hand on, hand out, a tactical 
touch. A little hand check here or 
there. Now, you can’t do any of 
that. And so, when we slide, we 
try to show the officials our 
hands.” 

Riley says he has empathy 
for the officials who have to 
enforce the crackdown on 
touching, but he will continue 
to lobby for the defensive 
latitude that would help his 
veteran-laden roster. 

“| said to the officials, ‘He’s 
been doing this for nine years 
now. And he’s just laying (his 
hand) on him,’ ” Riley says. “And 
they said, ‘That's what they’re 
telling us to call. And if I don’t call 
it, the next morning, I will be 
called to the court of justice.’ ” 

Jackson insists the 
quick-whistle approach will 
continue despite skepticism 
around the league. But what 
about during the playoffs? A given 


defense. He sees little game)” for years has been that in the 

reason for any postseason, referees allow 

epee i shoot 20 or Tony Parker, Spurs aera nie Se a 
ree throws ina PPG: e game slows down an 

game. But he In th ease 11.3 becomes more physical. Jackson 

appreciates that Scout’s take: “~Whil th not only scoffs at the notion but 

offense sells and ~pere Bea a insists he and Ronnie Nunn, the 

other guys are their teams’ : 


that it’s what 
commissioner David 
Stern wants and 
what fans expect in 
this video-driven era 
of individual 
theatrics. 

“l understand the 


first option—Wade is either 
first or second—Parker is the 
Spurs’ third option. When he 
beats his man, the next 
defender is not as likely to 
come help because he can't 
leave Tim Duncan. Parker is 
very good at getting to the 


league’s director of officials, 
would not allow such a change. 
“Before the playoffs, we reach 
out to all the officials and remind 
them of our officiating points of 
emphasis,” Jackson says. “And we 
do that in a number of different 
ways. We send them playoff 


nature of the 
business and who 
we are and what we 


DVDs, same as we do to the 
teams. And we also communicate 
to them over our website what 


Parker isn’t 
afraid to take 
on the big guys. 


basket on baseline drives 
from either side, and he does 
a nice job of using the rim to 


are,” Rothstein says. 
“Do I like it? No. But 
it doesn’t matter if I 
like it. There are still very good 
defenders in this league who do a 
very good job, who have adjusted 
to the rules. It used to be you’d 
get a forearm on and it gave you 
certain leverage. So you've got to 
move your feet better. There’s no 
way you can be as good under 
the current rules.” 
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prevent blocks.’ 


Rothstein’s boss says it is 
undeniable that the game has 
changed for today’s offensive 
stars. 

“I think guys are just warming 
up to the whole thing,” Heat coach 
Pat Riley says. “Everybody’s 
starting to realize, ‘Hey, I can get a 
ton here.’ So I think this year has 


mid all the whistles, a few 
players have managed to 
keep one-on-one perimeter 
defense part of the game. 
Spurs small forward Bruce 
Bowen is one defender who has 
adjusted. Watch Bowen and you'll 
see him constantly pulling back 
his hands to show the referees he 
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the points of emphasis are. The 
fact that most people feel that the 
playoffs are refereed differently is 
really a myth. The fact of the 
matter is that foul calls actually 
increase during the playoffs.” 
Based on how this regular 
season has been officiated, the 
league truly could wind up ringing 
in its postseason—with the same 
shrill sounds that have punctuated 
the past six months. TSN 
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iggest lock of the season: Some manager will be 


unfairly blamed for his team’s failings in 2006. 


at 


KEN ROSENTHAL 


It's getting hot in here—already 


ight managers are 
beginning their first full 
season with new clubs. 
Only four are entering the 
| final year of contracts. Yet 
even at a time of apparent 
stability, there is no shortage of 
managers on the hot seat. 


Joe Torre, Yankees. It’s all good 
with the Boss right now, but just 
wait. Torre’s Yankees haven't won 
the World Series since 2000, and 
another flop with another 
obscene payroll could make 
owner George Steinbrenner 
restless, particularly with Lou 
Piniella available. 

Dusty Baker, Cubs. This is the 
last year of his contract, and the 
first three years ended, one way 
or another, in disappointment. 
Baker's desire to stay in Chicago 
remains an open question, as 
does the Cubs’ desire to keep 
him. Possible landing spot: 
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Arizona, where he could reunite 
with his former agent, 
Diamondbacks CEO Jeff Moorad. 

Frank Robinson, Nationals. He 
probably will finish the season but 
is likely to be replaced after the 
team is sold. Robinson’s 
relationship with general manager 
Jim Bowden has turned frosty, 
and that makes his return unlikely 
if Bowden survives. Any 
replacement for Bowden 
likely would want to hire 
his own manager. 

Willie Randolph, Mets. 
No longer will his lack of 
experience be an excuse 
for his strategic blunders. 
Randolph deserved a break 
last season—it was the first 
time he had managed, and 
he took over a team that 
had lost 91 games the year 
before. The Mets’ 12-win 
jump—combined with their 
additions of closer Billy 
Wagner, first baseman 
Carlos Delgado and catcher 
Paul Lo Duca—has raised 
not only expectations but 
also the scrutiny of their 
manager. 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


Bob Melvin, Diamondbacks. 
Though his relationship with new 
G.M. Josh Byrnes appears to be 
off to a good start, Melvin is in 
the last year of his contract under 
a G.M. who did not hire him. The 
Diamondbacks will not be above 
looking for a scapegoat if they 
struggle early and attendance 
plummets—distinct possibilities, 
considering their pitching woes. 

Charlie Manuel, Phillies. Only 
once in 23 years as a G.M. has the 
Phillies’ Pat Gillick fired a 
manager in the middle of a 
season—in 1989, when he 
dumped Jimy Williams for Cito 
Gaston after the Blue Jays’ 12-24 
start. Gillick, in his first season 
with the Phillies, won’t be swayed 
by talk show yahoos. Nor will he 
hold Manuel responsible if the 
pitching crumbles. A change is 
more likely after the season than 
during it; Manuel is signed 
through 2007. 

Mike Hargrove, Mariners. G.M. 
Bill Bavasi is far more likely to be 
in trouble after presiding over 
back-to-back 90-loss seasons; 


M DAVID LEEDS FOR TSN 


Nobody wants to stay in his boss’ 
good graces more than Torre, 
who won’t be cut any slack if the 
Yankees flounder. 


Hargrove is in the second year of 
a three-year deal. Still, Hargrove 
had philosophical differences last 
season with Ichiro Suzuki, the 
Mariners’ best player. Ichiro, 
signed through 2007, might not 
agree to an extension if Hargrove 
stays. 

Ken Macha, A’s. Never mind 
the new three-year, $2.6 million 
contract he signed only after 
failing to land a job with another 
club; Macha works for A’s G.M. 
Billy Beane, who holds managers 
in low regard. In fairness, Beane 
never has fired a manager in the 
middle of a season, but this is 
arguably his best A’s team. If 
things go amiss, Macha’s salary is 
low enough for Beane to replace 
him the way he would a 
disposable razor. 


Buck Showalter, Rangers. 
Showalter is signed through 
2009—only the Angels’ Mike 
Scioscia enjoys as much 
security—but the first cracks in 


if Showalter 
pushes away 
his stars, his’ 
contract won’t 
give him much 
job security. 


y 


his reign began to show last 
season. If Showalter alienates 
core players such as first 
baseman Mark Teixeira and 
shortstop Michael Young, he 
could meet the same fate he did 
with the Yankees and 
Diamondbacks. 

Felipe Alou, Giants. He’s not in 
immediate danger, but he’s less 
secure than in his previous three 
seasons. Owner Peter Magowan 
has not exercised Alou’s mutual 
option for 2007, which raises the 
possibility of a change if the 
Giants fail to make the 
postseason. Alou, 70, has not 
decided whether he even would 
want to return. 

Clint Hurdle, Rockies. Other 
managers would be vulnerable 
after producing three-plus losing 
seasons, but the Rockies granted 
extensions to both Hurdle and 
G.M. Dan O’Dowd in February and 
signed them through 2007. 
O'Dowd would deserve more 
blame if the team’s rebuilding 
plan went awry, but don’t count 
on that happening. The Rockies 
appear to be on the rise. 


OZZIEFYING 


Ozzie Guillen, White Sox. 
Britney Spears’ first husband, 
Jason Alexander, lasted all of 55 
hours; Guillen will get a more 
extended honeymoon after 
leading the White Sox to their 
first World Series title in 88 years. 
Then again, if the White Sox 
underachieve, Guillen’s 
characteristic bluntness could 
rankle his players. Ozzie is Billy 
Martin without the booze. Enjoy 
him while you can. TSN 


Ken Rosenthal is FOXSports.com 
senior baseball writer. His Insider 
column is special to the SPORTING 
News. 
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& BLOG ALERT 


the voice of the 


funnier that way). 


Think Tom Gatto killed Kenny? Call 
him a you-know-what at 


sportingnews.com. 


Commissioner Bud Selig is mistaken when he says Major League 
Baseball has “fixed” the present and future regarding steroids; 
evidently, he knows little about undetectable drugs. Rather than 
investigate the past, MLB should work toward developing steroids tests 
that are advanced enough to catch the most sophisticated users. 
MLB officials are disingenuous when they laud Selig for proposing a 
comprehensive drug testing policy as far back as 1994. Drug testing 
was not MLB's priority in those negotiations or in the 2002 talks. 
MLB wanted economic reform above all else. 

Former Sen. George Mitchell, MLB's choice to head the steroids 
investigation, is indeed well-respected. However, his ties to the 
Red Sox and ESPN create the appearance of a conflict of interest, 
and that's the last thing MLB needs in such a sensitive matter. 


Yes, steroids are 
bad (say it in 


burnout teacher 
in South Park—it's 


The White Sox's signing RHP Jose 
Contreras to a three-year, 

$29 million extension serves a 
dual purpose: It gives the Sox 
control of all five of their starting 


a 

| 

ve 
increases their options in future 1) 
trade discussions. Contreras and . 


pitchers through 2007 and 

RHP Jon Garland are the onlySox. 
starters with veto power over trades, 

and their no-trade clauses cover 
only '06. Their contracts—along with 
those of LHP Mark Buehrle and 
RHPs Freddy Garcia and Javier 
Vazquez—are reasonable by today’s 
standards. > A prominent agent 
calls Red Sox DH David Ortiz the 
Willie Stargell of his generation, a 
positive influence not only on errant 
teammates such as LF Manny 
Ramirez but also on impressionable 
youngsters such as CF Wily Mo 
Pena. One eerie thought, 
considering Ortiz’s hefty physique: 
Former Red Sox slugger Mo Vaughn is the hitter with the 
most similar statistical profile through age 29, according 
to Baseball-Reference.com. > It's a strange world when 
the low-revenue Royals end up with two infielders the 
Cardinals could not fit into their budget. The Cardinals’ 
unwillingness to commit more than $1.5 million to 

$2 million to a second baseman cost them Mark 
Grudzielanek, who signed a one-year, $4 million deal 
with the Royals. It also prevented them from trading for 
Tony Graffanino, whom the Royals claimed on waivers 
from the Red Sox, assuming his $2.05 million salary. 
Former Rockies 2B Aaron Miles, who had an anemic 
.607 on-base/slugging percentage away from Coors 
Field the last two seasons, was expected to be the 
Cardinals’ opening day starter at second. The Cubs’ 
decision to make Todd Walker their primary second 


all 


> _ baseman ahead of Jerry Hairston 
“\\ made sense from an offensive 
\) standpoint but was inconsistent with 
other recent moves that have 
‘\ increased the team’s athleticism 
|) and speed. IF/OF Freddie Bynum, 
| 26, acquired in a three-way trade 
if with the A's and Rangers, is yet 
=" another athletic type. > The Royals 
could be the first team since the 
expansion Blue Jays in 1977-79 to 
produce three straight 100-loss 
seasons. Only 10 teams since 1900 
have lost 100 games in three or more 
consecutive years. The 1938-42 
Phillies hold the record for ineptitude— 
five straight 100-loss seasons. > The 
A's recent trades for LHP Brad Halsey 
and RHP Juan Dominguez added to 
the team’s stable of young, affordable 
starting pitchers. Dominguez, 26, had 
a series of off-field issues with the 
Rangers, but the A’s were intrigued by 
his home-road splits—he got hit hard 
at Ameriquest Field but has a 3.15 ERA in 16 career 
games on the road, which includes nine starts. > Before 
Twins LHP Francisco Liriano was arrested for DUI, a 
rival executive said that the Twins should make room for 
him as a starter by trading RHP Kyle Lohse, who will 
make $3.95 million this season. Pitching Liriano in 
relief, the executive says, is “a waste of his service time.’ 
Lohse, who will be a free agent after this season, was 
5-0 with a 2.42 ERA in spring training. Given the 
demand for starting pitching, the Twins could exchange 
him for a more affordable pitcher or hitter. > A scout 
says of White Sox rookie CF Brian Anderson, “I’m a little 
more worried about him than | was at the start of spring 
training. He has holes at the plate that (opponents) will 
get on early and quick. He may scuffle a little bit. But | 
think he'll be fine” 
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CLOSER ca 


Todd Jones 


Most players have trouble 


saying goodbye 


For some guys, the decision to 
retire is easy. Albert Belle couldn’t 
walk anymore. Cal Ripken rode 
into the sunset. But most of us 
will play until we lose it. 

And if we figure out in the 
middle of May that we can’t play, 
there’s a problem. The season 
doesn’t end till October. Not 
many guys are fortunate enough 
to time it perfectly. Not many can 
play until September and then on 
October 1 suddenly lose the 
ability to hit a fastball. 

All professional athletes have 
overcome adversity somewhere 
along the line. In high school, 
college or pro ball, they hit a 
wall—the wall where many 
careers end. Maybe a hitter has 
trouble hitting a curveball, or a 
pitcher doesn’t throw hard 
enough or throw enough strikes. 
Professional athletes are the 
ones who make it through that 
wall. 

When their bodies start to go, 
it’s hard for them to recognize it. 


@ Inspired by the FX series 
“Black. White.;” a desperate 
Alfonso Soriano douses himself 
in baby powder, ties Craig 
Biggio up in the locker room and 
takes his uniform, then takes the 


If a fielder misses a 
ball by half a step, 
he’s not going to 
think it’s because 
he’s too slow; he’ll 
think it’s because he 
didn’t get a good 
jump. Players are 
taught to dig and 
grind and claw 
through bad streaks. 
If they were quitters, 
they never would 
have made it. How 
can they be 
expected to retire after one bad 
year? 

Everybody made a big deal 
about Bernie Williams last year. 
He can’t play anymore, they said. 
Can’t run. Can’t throw. Maybe it 
was none of the above. Maybe he 
just got older. It’s as though fans 
got mad at him for becoming an 
average player and yelled at him 
because he used to catch the 
ball that now might fall in. 

Bernie is a true pro. Look at 


Dream week 


Bernie’s grace in the field is fading, but he handles clubhouse matters with aplomb. 


what he did this offseason: 
signed a one-year deal, 
welcomed his replacement in 
center field and became the 
most decorated fourth outfielder 
in the game. He’s quiet, 
professional, just doing his best. 
That’s the stuff guys who get 
their numbers retired in 
Monument Park do. So was his 
mistake getting older? He sure 
ain’t playing for the money now. 
One reason guys play as long 


@ It’s a tough 
choice, Reds 
fans: Stay home 
and ask your 
neighbor to kick 
you in the groin 


field for Houston at second 

base. No one suspects a thing 
until Soriano backs away from an 
inside pitch to avoid being hit. Says a shaken Biggio, “This 
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THURSDAY, 4/6 


Tt or go watch Cincy 
Pirates at Reds 


lose to a team 
that can afford to 
FRIDAY, 4/7 pay Joe Randa 


Nationals at Astros 


never would have happened if Bags were still here.” 


@ The Brewers were 5-11 
against the Cardinals last 
season, mainly because 
Albert Pujols hit .377 with 
five home runs and 15 RBIs 
against them. But, as 
manager Ned Yost points out, 
“Let’s see Pujols try that with 
Dan Kolb around this year.” 


i What we don’t know: Have the Jays closed the gap in 
the A.L. East? What we do know: This home opener is 
the first time guys named Trot, Wily Mo and Coco will be 
together in Boston without being accompanied by 
elephants, cotton candy and the bearded lady. 
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and Sean Casey? 


SATURDAY, 4/8 


as they can is because they feel 
an obligation to all the guys they 
played with who didn’t make it, 
all those guys who would love 
the chance to play just one day. 
Too many former players have 
told me: “Make them rip the 
uniform off you.” 

That’s why players play too 
long. 


E-mail Todd Jones, a reliever for the 


Tigers, at ttones @ sportingnews.com. 


;—@ While 
shaking 
hands 
before the _ 
game, 2 
David Bell 2 
throws out 2 
hisback zF 
and J.D. 
Drew shatters his wrist. Nomar 
Garciaparra, walking past them, 
mutters to himself, “These fragile 
players make me sick” 


Dodgers at Phillies 


SUN DAY, 4/9 
Tigers at Rangers 


MONDAY, 4/10 
Brewers at Cardinals 


TUESDAY, 4/11 
Blue Jays at Red Sox 


KIVT / AP 


WEDNESDAY, 4/12 
Royals at Yankees 


@ Hide the women, children 
and recording devices— 
Kenny Rogers is back in 
town. The big question: Will 
assaulted cameraman Larry 
Rodriguez pull the classic 
pro wrestling move and wear 
his neck brace to the park? 


@ Yankees first base coach Tony Pena on his former 
team: “The only player | recognize is Mike Sweeney. But 


that was the case when | managed there.” —Chris Bahr 


JOHN DUNN FOR TSN 


2 Seve ore ela 


Weekdays 


Jam — 1pm ET 


Listen on the 
Sportinc News Rapio 
affiliate nearest you 
or online at 
radio.sportingnews.com 


Also on XM 
Satellite Radio 
channel 143 


SportingNews 


Observations and opinions from a major league scout 


looks like he’s completely back. I saw him 
in one of his last spring training starts, and he was 
throwing very well. ... You might see some of the relievers 
from the WBC take a little while to get sharp. Huston Street 
looked like he was behind a little. The younger the pitcher, 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


the more I think they'll be 
affected by the lack of work 
at the WBC. ... Jason Kendall 
is throwing the ball better 
than he did last season. 
Looks like the A’s have 
worked on his release. | still 
don’t look for him to throw 
out a high percentage (of 
potential basestealers). ... I 
thought Casey Kotchman, the 
Angels’ first baseman, tried 
to pull the ball too much last 
year, but this spring he was 
going to the opposite field. 


Players with extra mercury 
in the thermometer 


RHP Julian Tavarez, Red Sox. 

He argues with umpires and even 

has thrown one to the ground. He 
throws at batters’ heads. He throws a 
mean right hook—at players and dugout 
phones. No wonder he gets suspended 
a lot. 


OF Milton Bradley, A’s. Immense 

talent, immense attitude, immense 

temper tantrums—that's why he’s with 
his fourth team at age 27. Bradley has been 
on his best behavior in Oakland, but is the 
A’s laid-back clubhouse enough to keep his 
hot temper on ice? 

RHP Carlos Zambrano, Cubs. He'll 

yell at anybody—umpires, teammates, 

hitters who don’t immediately sprint around the bases after home runs. And then he'll 
throw at them ... well, the hitters, anyway. 

RHP Kyle Farnsworth, Yankees. Oh yeah, Farnsworth’s demeanor is a great fit for a 

high-profile job under the New York media’s microscope. He's built like a middle linebacker 
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He looks good. ... The A’s and 
Angels both have good rotations, but they're very 
different. The A’s have one very hard thrower in Rich 
Harden, but they’re mostly finesse pitchers. The Angels 
have a power rotation (Bartolo Colon, Kelvim Escobar, John 
Lackey, Ervin Santana and Jeff Weaver). 


(6-4, 240), and he has the attitude to match. Just ask the Reds’ Paul Wilson, who still is 
feeling the tackle Farnsworth made on him in 2003. 

Manager Ozzie Guillen, White Sox. Sure, Ozzie has a temper. Sure, it leads to 

occasional spats with opposing players. But he also brings fire to the Sox's clubhouse, 

a World Series-winning attribute that can’t be discounted. —Shawn Reid 


MLB.com 


BALTIMORE ORIOLES 


Newly acquired Raul Chavez likely will serve as the club’s No. 3 catcher 
and provide a late-inning defensive replacement if the Orioles elect to 


pinch hit or pinch run for Ramon Hernandez or Javy Lopez. Lopez, who will 


begin the season as the primary DH, likely will start 25 to 30 games at 
catcher as Hernandez’s backup. ... Expect leadoff man 2B Brian Roberts 
to start slowly, then hit his stride in late May as he continues to recover 
from a severe elbow injury suffered last September. Roberts resumed 


game action late in the exhibition schedule, MR. APRIL: 3B Melvin Mora 


traditionally has been a hot first-month hitter— 
the past three years, he has batted .328 with 
10 homers in April. His efforts to negotiate a 
contract extension didn’t affect his play in 
spring training. He led the team in homers and 
RBIs, —Spencer Fordin 


BOSTON RED SOX 

Backup C Josh Bard appears capable of taking 
over for Doug Mirabelli as personal catcher for 
RHP Tim Wakefield. Mirabelli was traded to the 
Padres in the offseason. Bard has been adept 
at catching Wakefield’s knuckleball, and the two 


seemed to click right away. Having confidence in his catcher is essential to 


Wakefield's success. ... The club is excited about what its new leadoff and 
No. 2 hitters bring to the offense. Boston likes CF Coco Crisp’s speed and 
2B Mark Loretta’s ability to handle the bat. MR. APRIL: RHP Josh 
Beckett is excited about going from the Marlins to the Red Sox; look for 


him to start quickly as he gets an adrenaline rush from pitching at Fenway 


Park. Beckett threw the ball harder than anyone in camp this spring. He 


also might be able to avoid his chronic finger blisters by getting away from 


the South Florida heat and humidity. —lan Browne 
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NEW YORK 
YANKEES 


RHP Tanyon Sturtze struggled 
with his command throughout 
the spring, but manager Joe 
Torre doesn't seem overly 
concerned. After battling a 
tired right shoulder during the 
second half of 2005, Sturtze 
worked all winter to strengthen 
his arm, and he believes it is 
100 percent. Sturtze is 
expected to share setup duties 
with RHP Kyle Farnsworth. ... 
RHP Scott Proctor will serve 
as a long reliever until 

> RHPs Aaron Small (hamstring) 

and Carl Pavano (back, 

¥ buttocks) return from the D.L, 

© but the club plans to use 

Proctor as a starter when he 


S © returns to Class AAA Columbus. 


MR. APRIL: RF Gary Sheffield 
hit .330 last April; expect 

him to top that figure this 
month as he tries to show the 
team why it needs to pick up 
his $13 million option for 
2007. Sheffield was hitting 
well late in spring training 

and still has plenty of pop at 
age 37. —Mark Feinsand 


TAMPA BAY DEVIL RAYS 

RHP Seth McClung has been working on his curveball, which he 
says he has been leaving too high in the strike zone. McClung says 
he needs the curve to be a pitch that keeps hitters off his fastball. 
He throws his changeup just two or three times a game. ... Manager 
Joe Maddon doesn't like the idea of employing pitch counts and is 
debating whether he'll even use the term. Maddon believes in 
comparing a pitcher's late-game mechanics to his early-game 
mechanics to determine how fresh he is. MR. APRIL: 3B Aubrey 
Huff is a good bet to have a strong first month even though he 
historically has been a slow starter. Huff worked hard on his swing 
during the offseason with his college coach and also worked out 
with a personal trainer, Plus, for the first time in several seasons, he 
will be playing exclusively at one position. He began his major 
league career as a third baseman, —Bill Chastain 


TORONTO BLUE JAYS 

Opponents stole 29 bases in 32 attempts against the Jays this 
spring. Part of the reason was Toronto's pitchers weren't working 
much on the slide step, a maneuver that gets the ball to the catcher 
quicker. ... LHP Brian Tallet earned a bullpen job by not allowing a 
run in nine spring appearances. The former Indians prospect will fill 
the long- and middle-relief role held by LHP Scott Downs, who is in 
the rotation while RHP AJ. Burnett (elbow) begins the season on the 
D.L. MR. APRIL: DH Shea Hillenbrand probably can be counted on 
for a good early showing. He's a career .334 hitter in April, and he hit 
.390 in the first month last season. Hillenbrand, a righthanded 
batter, has worked on keeping his front side closed during his swing; 
that change, coupled with a thinner, more athletic build, might allow 
him to show more power this year. Hillenbrand was second on the 
club with three home runs this spring. Jordan Bastian 
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CHICAGO WHITE SOX 


LHP Boone Logan, 21, has pitched four games above 
the advanced rookie league but made the 25-man 
roster after a stellar spring because the team wanted 
him to develop in the majors, much as LHP Neal Cotts 
did two years ago. Logan got the roster spot instead of 
experienced LHP Javier Lopez. ... RHP Dustin 
Hermanson (back) started the regular season on the 
15-day D.L. but might not be available until June or July. 
MR. APRIL: SS Juan Uribe entered 2006 with a career 
.342 average in April, and he seems to have found a 


comfort zone offensively with a more patient approach 
and a more consistent stance from at-bat to at-bat. Uribe initially was slated for the No. 2 
spot in the lineup, which would have forced him to be even less of a free swinger, but the 
team decided to put Tadahito Iguchi back at No. 2, where he excelled last season. Uribe 
is another power threat deep in the order. —Scott Merkin 


CLEVELAND INDIANS 


LHP C.C. Sabathia, the club’s opening 
day starter, says he finally has a handle 
on his emotions. Until the middle of last 
season, Sabathia would speak out or 
make gestures when he thought he 
wasn't getting calls from umpires. 
Emotions often got the best of him. When 
Sabathia stopped complaining and 
stayed focused, his performance 
improved. ... The club still is counting on 
RHP Matt Miller to be a productive 
reliever. He was eased into camp while 
recovering from an elbow injury suffered 
last season. Sometimes he seemed to be 
thinking too much on the mound. 

MR. APRIL: CF Grady Sizemore was a 
model of consistency in his approach, 
demeanor and work ethic during spring 
training. He played as though he was 
trying to make the club rather than just 
get ready for the season. Sizemore will 
carry that consistency into the regular 
season and continue to produce the way 
he did last year. Anthony Castrovince 


KANSAS CITY ROYALS 


The team put RHP Runelvys Hernandez 
on the D.L. because he lacked stamina— 
he could throw about only 50 pitches 
before becoming ineffective. Hernandez 
will make a few starts at Class AAA 
Omaha and return to the team on 

April 14, the first time it needs a fifth 
starter. ... OF Shane Costa, a long shot 
to make the team when camp began, 
won the backup job over Aaron Guiel 
and Chip Ambres. Costa is a lefthanded 
hitter with good speed and defensive 
skills. ... Tony Graffanino was claimed off 
waivers and will replace Joe McEwing as 
the top infield backup. MR. APRIL: The 
team needs DH/1B Mike Sweeney to 
stay healthy and have a productive start 
at the plate. Sweeney, one of the top 
righthanded hitters in the A.L., is the 
team’s heart and soul, and he must be 
in the lineup for the Royals to increase 
their run production. Only two A.L. teams 
scored fewer runs than Kansas City did 
last season. —Dick Kaegel 


DETROIT TIGERS 


RHP Fernando Rodney likely will be the 
closer unti! RHP Todd Jones (hamstring) 
feturns from the D.L. Rodney closed last 
season after RHP Kyle Farnsworth was 
traded, and he probably had the 
Strongest spring among the potential 
replacements. ... OF Nook Logan is in 
the minors, so expect the Tigers to pinch 
tun sparingly, possibly using IF Omar 
Infante to run for 1B Chris Shelton. 
Infante worked out at first base and in 
left and right field late in camp. ... Look 
for rookie RHP Joel Zumaya to be used 
more than expected in the later innings. 
The Tigers believe his fastball-changeup 
combination allows him to be effective 
against lefthanded and righthanded 
hitters. MIR. APRIL: CF Curtis 
Granderson's power this spring 
overshadowed his improved eye and 
patience at the plate. Until teams get a 
better read on his approach, especially 
against lefthanded pitching, he should hit 
well. Jason Beck 


MINNESOTA TWINS 


Juan Castro became the starting 
shortstop because of his defense, but 
he'll have to be consistent at the plate to 
keep the job. Health problems also could 
be a concem; Castro, 33, has a tendency 
to break down when given consistent 
playing time. ... 3B Tony Batista hasn't 
showed the power the team was hoping 
he'd display, and his glove has been 
shaky at times. With Jason Kubel 
emerging as an outfield option, 

RF Michael Cuddyer could return to third 
base if Batista fails to produce early. 
Kubel's surgically repaired knee has been 
sturdy so far, and his lefthanded power 
bat would bring greater balance to the 
lineup. MR. APRIL: LHP Johan 

Santana isn’t usually strong in April as 
he gains command of his changeup. 

But with all the work Santana put in 
during the World Baseball Classic, he's 
getting a feel for his pitches earlier than 
normal and could get a head start on 
another Cy Young season. —Kelly Thesier 


Don’t strike ‘K’ from 
a hitter’s alphabet 


Major leaguers are booed and prospects are dogged for striking out 
too often—even Little Leaguers are lectured for failing to make contact. 
Why? Though more embarrassing than a lineout to third, are strikeouts 
any worse? Not necessarily. 

@ Consider: Babe Ruth, Hack Wilson, Jimmie Foxx, Larry Doby, Duke 
Snider, Mickey Mantle, Reggie Jackson, Mike Schmidt, Dale Murphy, Jim 
Thome and Adam Dunn have led their leagues in strikeouts multiple 
times. Schmidt, Foxx and Ruth led their leagues in strikeouts and on-base 
percentage in the same season. 

In 2005, the major league strikeout 
leaders read like a who’s who of baseball: 
Dunn, Jason Bay, Alex Rodriguez, Bobby 
Abreu, Miguel Cabrera, David Ortiz and 
Grady Sizemore all finished in the top 20. 

@ Strikeouts count for only one out. We 
don’t keep track of weak grounders to 
middle infielders, and those are no better 
for a team than strikeouts. 

@ Among top players, high strikeout totals might, in fact, be an 
indication of strike zone mastery. Often a top player strikes out because 
he takes a close pitch and it is called a strike. At least some of the time 
the player is right to take that borderline pitch. Look at Jason Giambi, 
who typically ranks among the leaders in strikeouts and walks. 

B With two strikes, some hitters shorten their swings and simply try 
to make contact. Most power hitters, however, would rather not give 
away one of their swings. 

It’s time to stop criticizing players for striking out too much. The next 
time someone devalues a player because of that, simply ask: Would you 
rather he grounded it back to the pitcher? —Dan Mullen 


Among top players, 
high strikeout totals 
might, in fact, be 
an indication of 
strike zone mastery. 


— = 


Giambi takes a lot of rips—and a lot of pitches. 
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ATINOnALS 


ond base 
to left field 


If you tuned out 
after Soriano 
grudgingly made his 
way to the outfield, 
you missed out. He 
lost track of two 
catchable balls 
during his first week 
there in spring 
training, though he 

later told reporters he was feeling more comfortable with routine 
flies. Soriano still is having trouble with balls hit by lefthanded 
batters. At least he is working at it; he has been tracking balls 
hit in batting practice. The move hasn't affected his offense: 
Soriano hit two home runs in his 11 exhibition games. That’s good 
because the Nats got him for his bat, anyway. 


JAMES A. FINLEY / AP 


Nomar Garciaparra, Dodgers; shortstop to first 
base. Garciaparra arrived early in Florida to begin the 
transition. He committed two errors in his 21 exhibition 
games, and he told reporters he will need time to develop 
instincts around the bag. He’s still thinking about his 
mechanics too much. 


Eric Hinske, Blue Jays; first base to 
right field. Hinske moved from third to first 
last year without much of a drop in 
production, though he didn’t play as well as 
he did when he was the 2002 A.L. Rookie of 
the Year. If his spring training numbers 
(.310, six homers) are an indication, he will 
be OK with this latest move. 


RUSTY KENNEDY / AP 


Javy Lopez, Orioles; catcher to first base. This 
move will need to wait because after making four 
errors in nine exhibition games, Lopez lost the first 
base job. His struggles in the field affected him so 
much at the plate—he hit .128 in spring training— 
that he'll be the Orioles’ primary DH until he can 
clear his head. 


Kevin Youkilis, Red Sox; third base to first 
base. Youkilis played first in high school and 
summer ball and a little in the minors, but he has 
only nine games of big-league experience there. 
Even so, the transition to full-time duty this spring 
was seamless. And he gets to learn from backup 
J.T. Snow, a six-time Gold Glove winner. 


Compiled by Erin Farrell 


LOS ANGELES ANGELS 


RHP Brendan Donnelly worked through a sore shoulder and a sore elbow last 
season but has been free of pain this spring. He has refined his split-finger 
pitch and found greater command. He'll pitch mostly in middle relief and could 
be used as a setup man, too. ... RHP Francisco Rodriguez has brought the 
changeup back into his repertoire. He used it through the 2003 season but has 
thrown exclusively fastballs and sliders the past two seasons. Rodriguez will 
throw the changeup anywhere in the count. ... RHP Jered Weaver had a solid 
spring. He opened the season in Class AAA and will be the first option if the 
Angels need to bring up a starting pitcher. MR. APRIL: 1B Casey Kotchman is 
a good candidate to have a breakout April. He was the club's hottest hitter this 
Spring and will be protected in the lineup in the early going because the club 
wants to ease the pressure on him. Kotchman will not be concerned about job 
security because there is no one threatening to take his spot —Mike Scarr 


OAKLAND 
ATHLETICS 


The team likely will rest 

DH Frank Thomas one out of 
every three games early in 
the season. When Thomas 
sits, Dan Johnson will move 
from first base to DH, Nick 
Swisher will move from left 
field to first and Jay Payton 
will start in left. Thomas 
didn't play until the last week 
of spring training because 
the team wanted to rest his 
surgically repaired foot, but 
he wants to play as much as 


SEATTLE MARINERS 
2B Jose Lopez did everything the club asked 


possible. ... LHP Brad Halsey 
was kept on the opening day 
roster to give the team an 
extra starter in case of a 
rainout during the team’s 
series against the Yankees. 
OF Bobby Kielty was sent to 
Class AAA to make room for 
Halsey. MR. APRIL: 3B Eric 
Chavez traditionally has 
been a slow starter, but he 
likely will break the trend this 
season. The lineup is as 
powerful and balanced as it 
has been since 1B Jason 
Giambi and SS Miguel 
Tejada were around. Better 
support likely will make 
Chavez, who has hit at least 
26 home runs in six straight 
seasons, less inclined to 
chase pitches out of the 
strike zone. —Mychael Urban 


TEXAS RANGERS 


in winning the starting job. He has started to 
use the whole field as a hitter, his defensive 
range is vastly improved, and he has become 
a much better baserunner. ... Part of the 
reason LHP Jarrod Washburn was one of the 
team's best pitchers in spring training is his 
sharp cut fastball. Washburn had been 
predominantly a fastball pitcher, but he has 
added the cutter, plus an improved changeup 
and slider. ... The team sent OF/IF Mike 
Morse to the minors so he can get at-bats 
every day and improve his outfield defense. 
Morse tailed off at the plate this spring. 

MR. APRIL: 3B Adrian Beltre is primed for a 
huge first month—and a huge year. Beltre and 
hitting coach Jeff Pentland compared film of 
Beltre’s performances in 2004 (48 homers) 
and 2005 (19 homers) and discovered Beltre 
was positioning his feet in a different place 
while at the plate last season. He worked on 
the problem early in camp, then put on an 
impressive power display in the World 
Baseball Classic. —Doug Miller 


RHP Adam Eaton could miss up to three months because of a strained tendon 
in the middle finger of his right hand. The injury set off a chain reaction in the 
rotation that assured RHP R.A. Dickey a spot and led to the acquisition of 

RHP Robinson Tejeda. ... The trickle-down effect of Eaton’s injury hit the outfield, 
too. Popular, effective OF David Dellucci was dealt to the Phillies in the Tejeda 
deal. LF Brad Wilkerson, RF Kevin Mench and CF Laynce Nix remained the 
main threesome when the season began. Mark DeRosa will play against 
lefthanders. ... LHP C.J. Wilson, needing to build up arm strength, was left in 
Arizona. He could be a bullpen option in the first couple of weeks of the season. 
MR. APRIL: Nix has a career .367 batting average in April with six home runs 
and 21 RBIs in 98 at-bats. He also finished strong in spring training, an 
indication he is close to being completely recovered from surgery he had on 
both shoulders in the past nine months. —T.R. Sullivan 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


ATLANTA BRAVES 


RHP John Thomson began the season in the bullpen, and he might 
Stay there if the club isn’t able to trade him. Atlanta has good 
Starting pitching depth, and Thomson has better control coming out 
of the bullpen than RHP Jorge Sosa, the club’s No. 5 starter. Elbow 
pain scuttled the club's plans to trade Thomson during spring 
training. ... OF Brian Jordan secured a roster spot mostly by 
proving he could play first base. Jordan’s surgically repaired left 
knee appears healthy, and he still has good range in the outfield. 
MR. APRIL: Umpires have told clubs that more low strikes 

will be called this year. That will benefit sinkerballing RHP Tim 
Hudson, who is determined to rebound from what he considers a 
disappointing 2005 season. Hudson is at his best when he can mix 
in his split-finger fastball; look for him to get more strikeouts if hitters 
are forced to swing at it. —Mark Bowman 


FLORIDA MARLINS 


Manager Joe Girardi likes to use consistent catcher-pitcher 
pairings, so expect to see C Miguel Olivo regularly handle 

LHP Dontrelle Willis and RHP Sergio Mitre. Olivo will make about 
60 percent of the starts at catcher. Josh Willingham will catch two 
or three games a week and play left field on other days. ... RHP Todd 
Wellemeyer, acquired from the Cubs for two minor league players, 
will be one of the team's primary setup men. His mid-90s fastball 
and his changeup make him a good option against lefthanded 
hitters. MR. APRIL: Willis has an 8-0 career record in April, and 
even though he did not pitch well in the World Baseball Classic, he 
will have another strong start. Timing is the the key to Willis’ delivery— 
when his mechanics aren't good, he throws across his body and 
gets behind in counts—and he appeared to find his rhythm in the 
WBC even though the results weren't good. —Joe Frisaro 
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NEW YORK METS 

2B Kazuo Matsul (knee) was on the D.L. 
at the start of the season, which wasn’t 
too great of a loss. Rookie Anderson 
Hernandez is a better defensive second 
baseman, particularly in terms of range. 
It will be interesting to see what the team 
does with Matsui if Hernandez asserts 
himself offensively in the first 10 games. 
... Manager Willie Randolph likely will 
move CF Carlos Beltran around in the 
order and shift him among the second, 
third and fourth spots. One thought is 
when Beltran isn’t batting second, 
Randolph will use C Paul Lo Duca, a 
proven No. 2 hitter, in that spot and 
Beltran will hit third. If Lo Duca shows 
signs of fatigue, Hernandez eventually 
could hit second. MIR. APRIL: Lo Duca 
tends to wear down during the season— 
what catcher doesn’t?—but he has 
consistently been a hot hitter at the start. 
He hit .328 last April, and his career 
average for April is 308. —Marty Noble 


Everyone starts with zeros 


Sure, big spring training numbers might help some players win jobs and influence managers, but those stats don’t mean squat 
now that the regular season is here. Players who struggled in spring also get a chance to wipe the slate clean. 


Likely to slow down 


larlins. Abercrombie grabbed 
a spot in the lineup by hitting 
.358 with four homers and 
17 RBIs in 67 at-bats. 
Considering he hasn't played 
above Class AA and strikes out 
way too much, the jump to the 
bigs will be rough. 

RHP Scott Proctor, Yankees. 
He won the last spot in New 
York's bullpen by compiling a 
1.06 ERA and allowing seven 
hits in 17 spring innings. 
Legends Field isn’t quite the 
pressure cooker that Yankee 
Stadium is, however. 

3B Ryan Zimmerman, 
Nationals. He homered once 
every 11.6 at-bats this spring. Is it 
possible for a rookie who plays his 
home games in spacious RFK 
Stadium to keep that up? No, but 
the park's generous alleys will do 
wonders for Zimmerman’s batting 
average. 


PHILADELPHIA PHILLIES 
Newly acquired OF Dave Dellucci will be a valuable reserve and will 
provide lefthanded power off the bench. He can play all three 
outfield positions, but defense isn't his strong suit. Dellucci will 
return to a part-time role after establishing a career high in at-bats 
with the Rangers last season. ... RHP Gavin Floyd was expected to 
begin the season at Class AAA Scranton/Wilkes-Barre but earned 
the fifth starter spot with a brilliant spring. Watching video helped 
him regain the snap on his curve, and he grew more comfortable as 
camp went on. Floyd bumped RHP Ryan Franklin into middle relief. 
Franklin expects to throw harder now that he doesn't need to pace 
himself. MIR. APRIL: 1B Ryan Howard was locked in all spring and 
will continue to punish pitchers in the first month. Teammates say he 
has “stupid power’—he can hit home runs to all fields. Howard also 
has adjusted well to breaking pitches. —Ken Mandel 


WASHINGTON NATIONALS 

OF Ryan Church was stunned when he found out he had been 
optioned to Class AAA New Orleans. A few weeks ago, it looked as 
though Church were going to be the starting center fielder, but the 
team didn't like his body language when he was on the field and 
Brandon Watson outperformed him. Church hit just .200 
(11-for-55) in spring training; Watson hit .308 (24-for-78). ... 
Wiki Gonzalez secured the backup catcher job because he 

was in training camp all spring and he hit .333. His main 
competition, Alberto Castillo, spent two weeks playing for the 
Dominican Republic in the World Baseball Classic and fell 
behind. MR. APRIL: Alfonso Soriano has looked uncomfortable 
in left field, but he has not let it affect his hitting. Expect Soriano to 
be a force in the middle of the lineup and lead the team in home 
runs and RBIs during the first month. —Bill Ladson 


Likely to pick it up 


3B Morgan Ensberg, Astros. The Crawford Boxes 
are calling Ensberg, who ended spring training on a 
high note. A career .279 hitter, he batted .228 but 
had six hits in his last 10 at-bats. 


RHP Mike 
Mussina, 
Yankees. The 
veteran starter’s 
3.79 career 
April ERA is a 
lot more telling 
than his 7.32 
ERA this spring. 


Indians. That 
8.35 spring 
ERA looked 
ugly, and the 
0-2 record 
wasn’t much 
better. But the 
big fella hasn’t 
had a sub-.500 record or an ERA higher than 4.39 in 
his career. Maybe he’s trying to give opponents a 
false sense of confidence. —Ryan Fagan 
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Ailing pitchers are a sore subject with Rothschild 


Cubs pitching coach Larry Rothschild has 
caught a lot of heat for the many injuries 
suffered by righthanders Kerry Wood and Mark 
Prior. Both will begin this season on the 
disabled list. Rothschild, who has been guiding 
Chicago’s staff since the start of the 2002 
season, defends his aces and how they have 
been handled. His take on: 

Whether Prior has to learn to pitch through 
some pain 

“He’s aware there are some things he needs 
to pitch through. As a young pitcher, to 
decipher which ones you have to pitch 
through and which ones you don’t is a tough 
thing. 

“But this (shoulder strain), I don’t think he 
was going to pitch through that. He ended up 
with a pulled muscle.” 

Whether he takes TV analyst Steve Stone’s 
criticism of Wood’s mechanics personally 

“Anyone who is a coach would take some of 
that stuff personally. I’m around (Wood) every 
day. | know what we’re doing, and I know the 


CHICAGO CUBS 


LHP Sean Marshall, who has not pitched above 
Class AA, did not allow a run in his first 104 innings 
this spring and won the No. 4 spot in the rotation. 
He is scheduled to make his debut Sunday. ... 

RHP Jerome Williams will be the long reliever until a 
few days before April 15, the first time the Cubs will 
need a fifth starter. Williams has had one bad inning 
in each outing this spring, a problem he blames on a 
lack of concentration. ... RHP Michael Wuertz 
struggled this spring until he started using his legs 
more and tucking in his left shoulder on the advice of 
pitching coach Larry Rothschild. MR. APRIL: 

1B Derrek Lee used to be a slow starter, but he hit 
.419 last April. The key: He focused on getting good 
at-bats during spring training. There's no reason to 
think he can't duplicate that performance. He 
missed some time this spring, but it doesn’t appear 
to have set him back. —Carrie Muskat 


CINCINNATI REDS 


The three-way spring battle at second base did not 
produce a winner. Manager Jerry Narron will choose 
among Tony Womack, Ryan Freel and Rich Aurilia 
based on matchups. Womack is the best hitter of 
the three and is willing to bunt in almost any 
situation. ... RHP Aaron Harang showed good 
command this spring and issued just one walk. He 
believes he knows N.L. hitters well after two seasons 
in the Reds’ rotation, and he better understands what 
to expect from himself. MIR. APRIL: Recently 
acquired RHP Bronson Arroyo could ambush N.L. 
hitters who didn’t see him while he was pitching for 
the Red Sox the past three seasons. Arroyo is willing 
to throw breaking pitches in any count and often will 
throw them from a sidearm angle. He isn’t 
overpowering, so fastball location is key for him. He 
also won't give in and leave a pitch over the plate 
when he's behind in the count. —Mark Sheldon 
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adjustments (Wood and Prior have) tried to 
make. 


“Some of the (criticism) is hard to understand. 


Deliveries are created over long courses of time. 
You can tweak them and refine them, but to 
re-adjust their whole delivery at the major 
league level while they're trying to get guys out 
is not a practical way to approach things.” 

Whether high pitch counts in 2003 
ultimately led to injuries to Wood and Prior 

“They’re strikeout pitchers. (Critics) can 
review the games, game by game, and tell us 
which games we should have taken them out 
early during a pennant race in '03. | was aware, 
with Mark, that he was pitching more innings 
than you really would draw it up to be, but 
that’s part of being in the major leagues. 

“You can pick a game here or there where 
he probably could've saved 10 pitches, but tell 


me the start that you don’t want him to have in 


the 03 pennant race and the playoff game 
where we should have shut him down.” 


—Fiom wire reports 


HOUSTON ASTROS 


Manager Phil Garner says he isn’t married to the idea of having 


just one batter in the cleanup spot, although 3B Morgan 


Ensberg began the season there. Ensberg had a terrible spring at 
the plate; if he continues to struggle, RF Jason Lane could move 


up from the sixth 
spot. ... Garner hopes 
RHP Brad Lidge, the 
closer, will use his 
fastball early in the 
count more often and 
not turn to his slider 
when he struggles to 
establish his fastball. 
Garner says Lidge 
finds his release point 
on his slider by 
throwing his fastball. MR. APRIL: After a terrific spring, Lane 
appears to be ready for a breakout season. He will be more 


relaxed because he won't need to be concerned that a slump will 


land him on the bench, as it did at times last year. A good 
second half and postseason in 2005 will make him a more 
confident player this season. —Alyson Footer 


MILWAUKEE BREWERS 


OF Gabe Gross, who was expected to be a strong defender, has 


been shaky in the field at times. Assistant G.M. Gord Ash says 
Gross simply needs to become more familiar with his new 
outfield teammates. Gross came to Milwaukee from the Blue 


Jays in the Lyle Overbay trade. ... Perhaps no minor league player 
made a better impression this spring than IF/OF Vinny Rottino. 


He will play mostly third base at Class AAA Nashville but also 
will play first base, catcher and both corner outfield positions. 


MR. APRIL: 3B Corey Koskie is a career .274 hitter in April, one 
of his better months, and he went on a tear at the end of spring 


training. Hitting coach Butch Wynegar loves Koskie’s ability to 
use his hands and hit the ball to the opposite field. Koskie, 
acquired in the offseason, seemed to thrive in the spring while 
Splitting time with utilityman Bill Hall. -Adam McCalvy 
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Rothschild (middle) has had difficulty 
keeping Wood on the mound. 


PITTSBURGH PIRATES 

The rotation’s inexperience is a concern, but the 
Pirates believe they've created a safety net for the 
Starters by assembling a strong defense and a deep 
bullpen. The starters are being encouraged to let 
hitters put the ball in play early in counts to take 
advantage of the defense. If the starters can get 
through six innings, the back end of the bullpen can 
get good matchups from both sides of the mound. ... 
IF/OF Jose Bautista could be one of the team’s first 
minor league call-ups. He was among the Grapefruit 
League hitting leaders this spring, and he can play all 
three outfield positions, third base, second base and 
shortstop. MR. APRIL: SS Jack Wilson, who struggled 
in 2005 after undergoing an offseason appendectomy, 
has added 20 pounds and looked strong this spring. 
He's getting around on fastballs, and with 1B Sean 
Casey and LF Jason Bay hitting behind him, Wilson is 
likely to return to his All-Star form. —Ed Eagle 


ST. LOUIS CARDINALS 

One reason RHP Adam Wainwright earned a spot in 
the bullpen is his ability to get a strikeout. He also can 
use his sinker to induce ground balls when needed. 
Wainwright will get low-level assignments at first, but 
he'll have the chance to pitch more important innings 
as the season goes on, ... OF John Rodriguez made a 
strong push late in camp by doing all sorts of things 
well. Two that stood out were the quality of his at-bats 
and his willingness to take a walk. At the same time, 
Rodriguez has the ability to make a pitcher pay when 
he makes a mistake in the middle of the strike zone. 
MR. APRIL: CF Jim Edmonds is one of the fastest 
starters around. In his career, he’s hitting .330 with a 
home run every 14.8 at-bats during April. Edmonds 
stroked the ball consistently this spring, and although 
he didn’t get many at-bats, he didn’t need them. 

His majestic swing comes into focus quickly every 
season. —Matthew Leach 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


ARIZONA 
DIAMONDBACKS 


RHP Brandon Medders’ changeup will 
be better this season. A pulled back 
muscle forced him to avoid using his 
breaking ball and focus on the 
changeup in his first spring minor league 
appearance. ... OF Jeff DaVanon 
impressed manager Bob Melvin with his 
plate discipline and likely will hit leadoff 
at times. ... OF/2B Scott Hairston 
looked good in left field this spring, 
which will help him reach the big 
leagues. The Diamondbacks like 
Hairston's hitting but were having trouble 
finding a position for him. MR. APRIL: 
1B Conor Jackson showed maturity at 
the plate this spring. Melvin originally 
planned to hit Jackson sixth to take 
pressure off him, but Jackson's 
impressive spring landed him in the 

No. 5 spot to start the season. Jackson 
has power to all fields, a good eye for 
the strike zone and plenty of confidence 
after a good spring. —Steve Gilbert 


LOS ANGELES DODGERS 


COLORADO ROCKIES 


Yorvit Torrealba is battling a shoulder 
strain and bruised right biceps, so 
Danny Ardoin started the season as the 
primary catcher. Manager Clint Hurdle 
says scouts from other clubs call Ardoin 
the N.L’s best defensive catcher—high 
praise for Ardoin, who's 31 and starting 
a season in the majors for the first time. 
... LHP Tom Martin struggled against 
lefthanded hitters this spring. However, 
his work with the Dodgers in 2003-04 
got him a job. ... Lefthanded-hitting OF 
Brad Hawpe is pull-happy and gives up 
the outer part of the plate. The Rockies 
are trying to combat that by simplifying 
the start of his stroke and having him 
aim for the left field alley. MR, APRIL: 
RHP Jose Mesa, a setup man, has a 
history of challenging hitters high in 

the zone to get strikeouts, but this 
spring he fine-tuned his slider, cutter 
and splitter. That could make him a 
ground-ball pitcher with a lower pitch 
count. —Thomas Harding 


The club started the season with 12 pitchers because of concern about the health of 
RHP Eric Gagne, the closer, who is coming back from the elbow surgery he had last 
June. Gagne was topping out at about 90 mph with his fastball during the last week of 
exhibition games. RHP Danys Baez will be Gagne’s understudy; he was the Devil Rays’ 


closer last season. ... 


LHP Hong-Chih Kuo was one of the best stories of the spring. He 


made the roster after battling elbow problems for several years. Kuo gives the team 
options in the bullpen. MR. APRIL; New manager Grady Little made RHP Derek Lowe 
the opening day starter, and Little has said he will skip other pitchers’ turns in the 
rotation to give Lowe as many starts as possible, Lowe's best month last season was 
April, when he had a 2.04 ERA, and he says he has regained his focus after last 


season's off-field distractions. —Ken Gumick 


SAN DIEGO PADRES 


CF Mike Cameron (strained oblique) is 
on the D.L., so the team is shuffling 
Dave Roberts, who played left field all 
spring, back to center, Terrmel Sledge 
was expected to open in left field. Eric 
Young and Ben Johnson also are 
options; all three could 
spell Roberts in center 
field. A pivotal figure in 
the club's plans, 
Cameron had one of his 
finest springs before the 
injury. ... Adrian 
Gonzalez, who's filling in 
for 1B Ryan Klesko 
(shoulder), has been 
excellent defensively and 
has driven the ball with 
power to all fields. 

MR. APRIL: RHP Jake Peavy is primed 
for a big season after pitching twice in 
the World Baseball Classic and throwing 
well during spring training games, He 
reached 94 mph on the radar gun. 
Peavey toned his upper body during the 
offseason and added about 10 pounds 
of muscle. He is fully healed after breaking 
some ribs last October. —Lyle Spencer 


SAN FRANCISCO GIANTS 


This should be a breakout season for 
oft-maligned RHP Jamey Wright, who now 
is with a more veteran, explosive club 
and is working in pitcher-friendly AT&T 
Park. He won the fifth starter spot with an 
excellent spring, saying goodbye to an 
average slider and 

going with a cutter that 
hits the corners. ... 

RHP Armando Benitez, 
the closer, had a 

poor spring, partially 
because of an inflamed 
left knee that forced him 
to the D.L., and he 
hadn't pitched enough 
innings heading into the 
season. His location and 
command were subpar. 
Expect RHP Tim Worrell to be the closer, 
at least initially. MR. APRIL: RF Moises 
Alou is determined to get off to a good 
start in what could be his final big-league 
season. He typically hits well in April and 
is better conditioned this season after 
beginning offseason workouts earlier 
than usual while preparing for the World 
Baseball Classic. —Rich Draper 
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Pittsburgh 
Atlanta 


Pittsburgh 
Bonds cf 
Mazzilli If 
-Orsulak rf 
_ Ray 2b 
‘Khalifa ss 
Bream 1b 
Reynolds rf 
Almon ph, |f 
T. Pena c 
Ortiz c 
Morrison 3b 
Belliard ss, 2b 
Bielecki p 
Winn p 
Totals 
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Atlanta 
Moreno rf 
Ward p 
Chambliss ph 
Oberkfell 3b 
Murphy cf 
Horner 1b 
Perry If 
Ramirez ss 
Benedict c 
Hubbard 2b 
Johnson p 
MeMurtry p 
Harper ph, tf 
‘Totals 33 
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E; Murphy, Perry, Ramirez, Hubbard, Johnson. 
DP; Atlanta 3. LOB: Pittsburgh 6, Atlanta 8. 
2B: Bonds, Benedict. HR: Reynolds (5), 
Bonds (1), Oberkfell (2). CS: Moreno. 


Pittsburgh IP 
BieleckiW, 4-3 5% 
Winn SV, 3 34 
Atlanta IP 
Johnson L,6-4 34 
_ McMurtry 2% 
Ward 3 
WP: McMurtry. 


Umpires: Frank Pulli, Joe West, Bill 


Williams, Steve Rippley. 


The Braves have been party to the greatest moments in 
home run history. They also helped launch what has become 
an infamous chase. 


Back on June 4, 1986, Barry Bonds—then a 185-pound 


Pirates rookie—hit his first big-league homer in Atlanta’s Fulton 
County Stadium, the place where Hank Aaron passed Babe 
Ruth in 1974. The Babe hit his 714th for the Boston Braves in 
1935 against the Pirates. 


: Bonds needs seven home runs to pass Ruth, and wouldn't 
you na it, the Braves visit San Francisco the first weekend of the season. But 
getting to the Babe that quickly would be a stretch, even for Bonds. —lom Gatto 
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Bonds didn’t draw any walks— 
pitchers were eager to go after 
him then—but he still had a 


rs 2.400 OPS for the day with the 

0 homer, a double and two singles. 

0 

0 Sid Bream and Bonds crossed 
0 paths at Fulton County six 

2 years later when Bream beat 
Bonds’ throw to the plate and 
0 scored the winning run for the 
‘ Braves in Game 7 of the NLCS. 
0 

1 Rafael Belliard (lifetime .221 average) 

0 now is on Jim Leyland’s staff with the 

0 Tigers. In '86, Leyland was in his first 

10 season as the Bucs’ skipper. 
RBI 

1 

0 

0 

1 

0 Omar “the 

0 Outmaker” 

0 Like Bonds, Moreno hit 37 
0 Bob Horner home runs in his 
1 was a star at career. Bonds 
0 Arizona State. has exceeded 
0 that total in 

0 eight different 
0 seasons and 

3 matched it in 


two others. 


A month after this game, Duane 
Ward was traded to the Blue Jays 
for Doyle Alexander. Ward went on 
to become an ; 
All-Star closer. <t 
Thirteen months 
after that trade, 
the Braves dealt 
Alexander to the 
Tigers ... for John 
Smoltz. 


Time: 2:50, Attendance: 14,012. 
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969: 


In the 24 Hours 


of Daytona®, 


teams from around 


the world share 


one thing in 


common: 
10 of the top [5 


finishers run on 


Valvoline. 


¥ 
Valvoline. 


TESTED ON THE TRACK. 
TRUSTED ON THE ROAD: 


Ispencer@sportingnews.com 


Game on! Teams are doing whatever it takes 
to outwit NASCAR and the competition. 


Those scheming teams 


efore NASCAR has time to 

rewrite the testing 

rulebook, teams are 

thinking outside the box 

to get an advantage on 
the racetrack. 

In the ultracompetitive arena 
that is Nextel Cup racing, and as 
the gray areas of testing 
continue to evaporate, crews are 
constantly brainstorming to 
circumvent the system, 
regardless of the cost of 
equipment, travel or education. 
Several options are well within 
the rules and readily available. 

For example, the increasing 
number of Cup drivers in the 
Busch Series is not a 
coincidence. Some of the sport's 
young hotshoes are too green 
for Cup and need additional seat 
time. Owners have a tendency to 
placate youngsters by 
graduating them to Cup 
prematurely rather than run the 
risk of offending a youngster 
who has had smoke blown up 
his butt by an agent who tells 
him he’s the next Jeff Gordon. 

And NASCAR hasn't helped 
the situation by cutting rookie 
tests this season. NASCAR's 
philosophy is that by the time a 
driver reaches the Cup level, he 
should have enough experience 
that additional testing isn’t 
necessary. 

In the Craftsman Truck and 
Busch series, rookie drivers 
receive an additional 30 minutes 
of practice during a race 
weekend. Still, that didn’t stop 
the Wood Brothers from 
enrolling rookies Marcos 
Ambrose and Bobby East in the 
Richard Petty Driving Experience 
at Martinsville before last 
weekend's race. That also was 
the game plan for Richard 
Childress Racing’s Cup rookie 
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Under NASCAR’s new testing policies, Cup teams have to come up with 
innovative ways to get drivers seat time. 


Clint Bowyer, but the team 
canceled those plans when the 
Atlanta Cup race was rained out. 
However, Childress still ran 
Bowyer in the truck race, and 
crew chief Gil Martin plans to 
race Bowyer in an ARCA race at 
Pocono and send him to the Bob 
Bondurant and Jim Russell 
driving schools, 

With RCR, Dale Earnhardt Inc. 
plans to send its drivers to 
Infineon Raceway in Busch cars 
to gather more seat time before 
the Cup race. Because there’s no 


sanitized every day. 


create side-by-side racing. 


Although Bristol fields some of the most hotly contested races on the 
circuit, a second groove would make the surface racier. Here's hoping 
repaving the track after the August race will introduce a second lane and 


Partially because there are so many competitive race teams, younger 
drivers have a chance to make the shows. Veterans have more experience 
getting around the racetracks; rookies, however, possess that no-fear 
component to flatfoot the pedal during qualifying. 


Busch race at Infineon, that road 
course is fair game for tests. And 
the opportunities don’t stop 
there. Expect half the field for the 
Martinsville Busch race in July to 
be Cup drivers. Martinsville will 
return as race No. 6 in the Chase 
for the NASCAR Nextel Cup. 

If NASCAR officials thought 
decreasing the number of tests 
and scheduling the sessions at 
the same tracks would be the 
great equalizer, they were 
wrong. As long as teams have a 
free day in the week, expect 
well-heeled organizations to 


Jeff Gordon, with four titles, sets the tone in the garage. His recent 
display of chutzpah was refreshing in a sport that is becoming more 


pack up and go. TSN 
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Valvoline. 


TESTED ON THE TRACK. 
TRUSTED ON THE ROAD." 


NASCAR 


Se 


Those who question it Jr.’s drive and determination 
should have dialed into the DirecTV 500 at Martinsville Speedway 
last Sunday. With a car mangled in an accident on the second lap 
(above), Junior muscled his way to a fourth-place finish—despite 
crashing a second time on Lap 319 after making contact with 

an in Turn 4. With Earnhardt’s second top five of the 
season, he solidified his sixth-place position on the leaderboard 
and will carry a lot of momentum this weekend into Texas—the site 
of his first career Cup win and a track where he performed the tire 
test for Goodyear earlier this year. 


Sludge robs your car of power and 
acceleration. Castro! GTX: Maximum 
protection against sludge buildup. 


4/14/06 


Rumblings about Red Sox owner Jt ’s interest in NASCAR have resurfaced. 
Henry’s Fenway Sports Group is looking at coming into the Cup series possibly as early 
as next season with a Toyota team. > says Richard Childress Racing will 
take advantage of every Car of Tomorrow test available. Burton tested the COT at Bristol. 
was Set to test the car this week at Martinsville. RCR expects to have two 
COTs at Lowe’s Motor Speedway in May, and all three of its drivers—including rookie 
r—will test the prototype at the Brickyard this summer. Although some 
owners still look at the COT as a NASCAR pipe dream, RCR is attacking the program at 
full throttle and plans to be ahead of the game when the car debuts less than a year 
from now at Bristol. > Tony Stewart has climbed from 19th to eighth in the points 
standings in the past three races. What differentiated Stewart's win at Martinsville last 
week from his first win on NASCAR's shortest track in 2000? I rdt. Smoke 
had the Intimidator in his rearview mirror in the closing laps in 2000 but finished 0.672 
seconds ahead of the No. 3 in what was Earnhardt’s last run at the track. In the past 
three races at Martinsville, Stewart has led the most laps, 818 of 1,500. > Points 
leader n blew a tire 23 laps into a run last week at Lowe’s Motor 
Speedway during the Goodyear tire test. Although Johnson was not hurt, he completely 
destroyed the car, which had finished sixth at Atlanta Motor Speedway last month. 
Goodyear will gather data with three additional Cup teams and the truck crew of Bobb 
i . Harvick and Dale Jarrett will return to LMS this week for further testing. 
Once both the compound and construction of the tires needed for the track are 
determined, it still will take at least a month for Goodyear to make the tires. wo Cup 
events are scheduled for LMS in May. > R , who led rookies at Martinsville 
with a 12th-place finish, will take a new car to Texas Motor Speedway this weekend. 
Sorenson says the car showed great promise in the wind tunnel. Considering the 
success Ganassi Racing showed at Texas last spring when all three of its cars finished in 
the top five, Sorenson has reason to be optimistic. > Despite the recent success of 
Penske Racing, the organization has lost more than a dozen employees over the past 
three weeks, which begs the question: Were the structural changes at the top the right 
ones? Although and are both in the top 15, neither driver 
has shown the Penske organization's traditional consistency. 
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: F j - d § Ryan Newman Kurt Busch 
Age 28 
ast friends ... So far i ee 
After the well-publicized quarrel between Rusty Wallace and Ryan Weight 207 
Newman, team owner Roger Penske started 2006 with a clean personnel Starts 158 
slate on the No. 2 car. The majority of the team was dismissed, and Kurt Cup titles 0 
Busch replaced Wallace, who retired. Career wins 12 
So far, the changes are working. The cold war between the Nos. 2 and 12 Career poles 35 
seems to be thawing. But if Busch continues to overshadow Newman—Busch Nickname — Rocketman Rubberhead 
has a pole and a win in the first six races—Penske could experience the Favorite charity Humane Society Maricopa 
same consternation that plagued his organization during the end of Wallace’s of Catawba County Sheriff's 
tenure after Newman had arrived. —L.S. County Department 


& BLOG ALERT 


| make fun of Jeff Gordon because 
he’s an easy target. Squeaky-clean, 


impossibly talented, body Roush power. 


like Frankie Muniz. I've still yay aa ean 


got two out of three left. ae won half of the 10 


Cup races at Texas 


Want to tell Matt Crossman to talk to the hand? Motor Speedway 


Let ‘er rip at sportingnews.com. and four of the 
Busch races. 


The Ford 
stable. Blue 
Oval boys have 
won seven of 10 
Cup races at TMS. 
Texas 
two-step? No 
Nextel Cup driver 
has been to victory 
lane more than 
once at Texas. 
Most top fives. Jeff Gordon and Mark Martin have four 
apiece. 
Looking for Lone Star love. Texas is one of four tracks 
where Gordon has not won. —L.S. 


Story lines this weekend at Texas 
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Roush stars shine big and bright, 
deep in the heart of Texas. 


Ss MARK J. TERRILL / AP 
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After taking the pole 
on St. Patrick's Day, 
Todd Bodine 

of Germain Racing 
pulled off.a bold 
four-wide pass to take 
the green-and-white 
checkered finish 

at the Atlanta Motor 
Speedway. And 

with Johnny Benson 
of Bill Davis Racing, 
Ted Musgrave 

of Germain Racing and 
David Reutimann 

of Darrell Waltrip 
Motorsports taking 
third, fourth, and fifth 
respectively, you 
might say the luck 
of the Tundra 

was with them. 
toyota.com/NCTS 


The NASCAR Crattsman Tuck Series Is 9 trademark Owpel 
2006 Toyota Motor Sales, U.S.A); Int 


Call it pans. but ash Kidd has gone from the world’s greatest point 
guard to the world’s greatest role player. Why? It’s what leaders do. 


Kidd's new role suits him 


here was 
nothing as 
exhilarating as 
a young Jason 
Kidd just after 
the coffee had kicked 
in, when he would 
sprint from end to 
end as if he were 
running on an open 
circuit and not giving 
a damn whether his 
ground wire was 
connected. 

In those days, he 
was literally a 
one-man break, the 
rare player who 
could grab a 
defensive board, take 
a bust-out dribble, 
rush it down a team’s 
throat and finish 
one-on-three when 
need be. 

That guy? He 
doesn’t come around 
much anymore. It’s 
not so mucha 
concession to age— 
Kidd turned 33 last month—as it 
is a decision to go with the flow, 
which is more like a trickle now 
that Richard Jefferson is the only 
guy left who runs with him. No 
matter. The fast break that 
carried the Nets to two NBA 
Finals in Kidd’s first two seasons 
in Jersey no longer defines 
them—or him—because their 
captain had the sense to change 
with a changing team. 

At the end of March, the Nets 
were the NBA's hottest team, 
winners of 11 straight and within 
striking distance of the second 
seed in the JV conference. No one 
saw this coming, really, except 
perhaps Kidd himself. He has 
been through a lot the past two 
years—the dismantling of an NBA 
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Kidd (PRS cae to have the ball in his hands all of the 
time to affect the outcome of Nets games. 


finalist, knee surgery, a 
midseason trade that brought 
Vince Carter to the Meadowlands, 
the loss of Jefferson for 49 games 
last season and a 9-12 start this 
season—yet has emerged from all 
of it as excited as he has ever 
been about a team. 

“| needed—we all needed— 
that trade for Vince to get a 
boost,” he says. “That got us back 
to being competitive. We started 
slow, but we're a veteran club. I 
knew we would get to where we 
wanted to go.” 

The surge is a result of team 
defense that resembles a clenched 
fist—the Nets yielded 81.3 points 
per game during the streak. But 


whereas the 
Kidd-Carter combo 
dragged them to the 
finish line last season, 
it’s a group effort now. 
Two months back, the 
Nets were a big man 
away from being taken 
seriously, and little did 
anyone know he was 
already on their 
payroll: Nenad Krstic 
has been a godsend, a 
22-year-old center with 
a refined post game 
and jumper range up 
to 20 feet whom Kidd 
calls the “best big man 
I've ever played with.” 

Carter still is a 
shooting star, but he 
also is sharing the ball 
better than ever. 
Jefferson’s shooting 
has improved. Power 
forward Jason Collins 
is among the best 
defenders at his 
position. The bench 
is contributing. 

But Kidd, still a triple double 
threat every game, has been the 
real author of this resurgence as 
the team’s defensive catalyst. 

“He's still one of the few guys 


Bulls VP John Paxson, trying to 
save face after butchering a 
$14 million asset, says Tim 
Thomas is “delusional” for 
suggesting he could have 
helped the Bulls win 20 more 
games this season. Memo to 
Pax: Look at the standings; he 
only needed to help you win 
one or two, which is more to 
the point. 


G Get the down-low on the teams still in the playoff hunt at sportingnews.com. 


who can dominate a game when 
he has an 0-fer night,” teammate 
Scott Padgett says. “Whatever we 
need, he does it.” 

Here’s the catch: Kidd is not 
half as involved in the offense as 
he used to be. Virtually every 
screen-and-roll involving Krstic is 
run by Jefferson on the right and 
Carter on the left. Kidd’s offense 
has been reduced to the spot-up 3 
and the occasional post-up. It 
doesn’t bother him a bit. 

During the team’s streak, he 
had energy to spare on defense— 
holding Kobe Bryant to 24 points 
(9-for-24 shooting, seven 
turnovers), taking Jason Terry 
out of the game (3-for-10) and 
keeping Gilbert Arenas under his 
average (25 points, 6-for-17). On 
back-to-back nights last week, 
Kidd held the two best point 
guards in the NBA—Steve Nash 
and Chauncey Billups—to 2-for-15 
shooting combined. 

“It’s a combination of things— 
not running all night and 
especially not having the ball 95 
percent of the time like I used to,” 
Kidd says. “It’s helped my body a 
lot. And after the game I feel the 
difference.” 

During the game, he bleeds you 
to death instead of running you 
ragged. You just don’t know how 
he'll make his impact as the 
fourth option now. There are 
names for guys such as these: 
role players. It’s just that no other 
role player locks up All-Stars for 
four quarters, hits dagger 3s or 
provides double-digit assists or 
boards almost every night. 

“It’s a different role,” Kidd 
agrees. “But it works for all of us.” 

TSN 


Dave D'Alessandro is the NBA 
writer for The Star-Ledger of Newark, 
NJ. 


Bobcats SF 
entered the week averaging 2.2 
blocks and a league-high 2.5 
steals per game. No big deal, 
you say? Maybe not. But the 
only other players to average 
two-plus in those categories (since 
the NBA started keeping track of these 
ed are Cs Hakeem Olajuwon and 
1. » Here's why players should spend 
summers on the beach: Last week, SG W\ 
signed a prorated deal with the 76ers worth 
$118,000. Six months ago, he and the team had 
agreed to a $17 million contract, but he blew out his 
knee in a pickup game before signing the paper and 


Doc might not stick 
around long enough to 
find the remedy for F/C Kwe 


% 
MS the Sixers bailed on him. 


> You have to like 
Bobcats PG 
's pluck and ingenuity. 
He wanted to play hurt with 
an abdominal strain, so he 
flouted the NBA dress code by 
“forgetting” to bring dress 
clothes on a three-game trip—just so 
f would have no choice but to let 
him suit up. The strategy didn’t work: The trainer told 
Felton, flatly, that he wasn’t playing, and he was 
forced to wear a blue blazer lent to him by teammate 
<evin Burleson. > Mindful that C Yao Ming and 
PF Amare Stoudemire were taken off the 2007 
free-agent market when they signed 
extensions last summer, the Lakers 
quietly guaranteed the third year of 
vn’s contract last week, 


what ails the Celtics. 


Last week, Celtics SG F told coach 

rs what he already knew but had been 
hesitant to admit: The season is over, and it’s 
time to give G/F Ger 2en (among others) 
regular playing time. Pierce, after all, might be 
around Boston longer than Doc: Rumors persist 
that Rivers might walk away after the season. 
The coach has denied it and says he loves the 
work environment in Boston, but he enjoys 
broadcasting and doesn't like living 1,200 miles 
away from his family. 


which means they won't be able to offer 
anyone a maximum-dollar deal next 
summer. » Nuggets C Marcus Camb 

is having a great season, but it’s fair to 
wonder what might have been. He 
averaged 16.9 points, 13.4 rebounds 
and 3.3 blocks in 24 games before he 
fractured a finger in December and sat 
for a month. Since his return, he’s 
averaging only 9.3 points, 10.9 
rebounds and 3.4 blocks. The primary 
problem: His right pinkie is twice the size 
of his left. > The Warriors had a team 
meeting recently, and the players were 
blunt: They hated the way coach Mike 
Montgomery allowed PG Baron Davis to 
run the asylum this season. Not only was 
Baron's shot AWOL all season (38.9 
percent, 31.5 percent on 3s), but he was 
an indifferent defender and most 
teammates thought he was out of 
control in his 54 mostly lousy games. 
Vice president in claims that 
Monty isn’t going anywhere, however. > Just in case 
you haven't noticed, nobody ever misses a game in 
Detroit. The Pistons’ starting five—SF 

SG Richard Ha nand PG Chauncey Billups— 
has see Seana longer (72 games and counting) 
than than any other quintet during the 36 years such 
records have been kept. The Pine leader was the 
2002-03 Warriors eared five—SF A amison, 
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PF Troy Murphy, C Erick Dz pisan Soi Jason 
n and PG Gilbert = itlich started 
66 straight games. 


Tights are a 
fashion 


There's something seriously wrong with 
a league that legislates against underwear. 

But apparently, the NBA has been 
watching BBC America again and is back 
to telling its players What Not To Wear. This 
time, it’s tights—or leggings—that players 
such as LeBron James, Kobe Bryant, Vince 
Carter and Dwyane Wade wear to add 
compression and improve circulation. It 
has been reported the NBA will ban the 
tights starting next season. 

This pleases virtually no one, unless 
there are fans who truly are offended by 
Kobe's purple manly hose. 

“It's silly to me,’ Bryant says of the 
impending ban. “I use them for leg 
warmth. It's something that we use for the 
game itself” 

Warmth apparently is not a valid reason 
to wear them. The NBA, one report said, 
will require a team doctor's note— 
indicating a “medical need”—before 
allowing players to wear the stockings. 

“Mine are the therapeutic (kind),’ Carter 
says. “They help you from getting sore. It 
helps keep the legs warm. Some people 
think it’s a fashion statement—I| use them 
because | need ’em.’ 

“| think it’s needed for me; Wade says. 
“I've got bad shins, so it keeps my legs 
warm. The doctors are the reason | started 
wearing it. They're the ones who brought it 
to me.” 


LeBron’s stylin’ and profilin’ in his 
leggings—and look, they even match! 
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( This wide receiver might go high without going deep—and that’s a little unsettling. 


Springing for Jackson will be a leap of faith 


he draft story of Chad 
Jackson is a story of jumps. 
Vertical jumps, broad 
jumps, jumps in draft 
stock, jumping to 
conclusions and, most likely, a 
leap of faith. 

Even though the Florida 
receiver has improved his draft 
standing considerably since the 
end of the 2005 season, it will take 
a leap of faith for a team to take 
him in the first round, where he 
almost certainly will go. 

This is what we know about 
Jackson: He can run fast. (He ran a 
4,32 40 at the NFL Scouting 
Combine.) He has size. (He 
measured in at 6-04, 213.) He is 
explosive. (He had a 38.inch 
vertical jump and 10-2 broad 
jump.) 

This is what we don’t know 
about Jackson: why he didn’t play 
as he tested. 

Jackson didn’t play poorly. As a 
junior in 2005, he tied the Florida 
school record for receptions ina 
season with 88. He showed 
excellent hands and the ability to 
catch balls away from his body. 
Many of those 88 catches came 
on passes across the middle, so 
you know he’s tough. 

But Jackson didn’t make many 
big plays. He averaged 10.2 yards 
per catch. To put that in 
perspective, consider this: 580 
college players had better 
averages last season, according 
to STATS Inc. In fact, even if 
Jackson had doubled his average 
per catch, 14 players would have 
had a better average. 

So we know Jackson was no 
threat to go vertical. Whether 
that was a reflection of Jackson’s 
ability or Urban Meyer’s loose 
change offense is debatable. But 
it would seem fair to give Jackson 
some benefit of the doubt. Says 
one AFC general manager, “On the 
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If Jackson was a prisoner in 
Florida’s offense last year, he was 
in solitary confinement. Four 
Gators averaged more than 13 
yards per catch, but Jackson 
wasn’t one of them. 


tape from his sophomore year 
(when he played in a different 
scheme), it was clear he could 
run. A coach on the old staff used 
the word explosive to describe 
him.” In 2004, Jackson averaged 
22.3 yards per catch, third best in 


The NFL tabled a proposal to add two wild-card teams to the 
playoffs, but it’s easy to understand why there is considerable sentiment 
in favor of it: More playoff teams means more stability. Playoff teams 


don’t fire head coaches. 


In the last 10 years, only 6 percent of the 120 teams that made the 
playoffs made coaching changes. Of the eight teams that made 
changes, only two of them fired their head coaches: The 49ers fired 
Steve Mariucci after 2002, and the Cowboys fired Chan Gailey after 
1999. The other coaches left of their own accord or were traded. 


the country. But he 
caught only 29 passes, 
not enough for NFL 
scouts to feel completely 
confident in his abilities. 

Should we jump to the 
conclusion that Jackson 
was a prisoner of his 
offense? Well, if he was, 
he didn’t have cellmates. 
Meyer has been a head 
coach for five years—one 
at Florida, two at Utah 
and two at Bowling 
Green. He has coached 
18 receivers who caught 
25 passes or more ina 
season over those five 
years. Of those 18 
players, Jackson's 
average per catch was 
the worst. Four Gators 
teammates averaged 
more than 13 yards per 
catch in 2005. Steve 
Savoy, who went to camp 
with the Lions last year 
as an undrafted free 
agent but didn’t make the 
team, averaged 16.6 
yards per catch in Meyer’s 
offense at Utah in 2003. 

Although Meyer’s offense did 
not provide many downfield 
opportunities for Jackson, it’s clear 
the offense wasn’t the only factor 
in his low average. Jackson could 
have done more once the ball was 
in his hands. You could add up all 
of Jackson’s yards after the catch 
and still not have enough to 
constitute a proper dog walk. “He’s 
not a run-away-from-you guy or a 
make-you-miss guy,” says one AFC 
director of college scouting. 

Jackson did not play fast in 
2005. The elements of 
suddenness were missing from 
his game. Consequently, his route 
running was substandard. He 
rounded off corners and failed to 
separate. Even at the Combine, 
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where he wasn’t running routes 
designed by Meyer, Jackson’s route 
running was mediocre. “He didn’t drop 
his weight easily, and he looked 
uncomfortable and tight in his hips,” 
the scouting director says. “He’s not 
special as a route runner.” 

If you were charitable, or trying to 
justify your interest, you'd say 
Jackson is a raw route runner. And 
you wouldn't be stretching the truth. 
He’s an inexperienced player who is 
likely to improve. 

With the right coaching, and in the 
right system, only imagination can limit 
a player with Jackson’s measurables. 

But first-round picks, especially high 
ones, need to be used on players who 
have proved they can do the job. If it 
were my first-round pick, I'd let 
someone else take that chance. Nobody 
thinks a leap of faith will be a jump off a 
cliff when they take the first step. | TSN 


& BLOG ALERT 


Here's a novel idea: 

| tune in to the NFL to see 
a football game. Not a dance. 
Not a show. Not a moron 8 
acting like, well, a moron. 


Sporting News Radio's Chris Russell can 
do without end zone celebrations. Humbug? 
Have your say at sportingnews.com, 


If the quarterback is allowed to wear a 
radio helmet, why can't the middle 
linebacker? The NFL voted against 
allowing the defensive signal-caller to 
wear a radio helmet, but it isn't fair. 
The defense should be given the same 
advantage as the offense. 

It will never happen, but 
the NFL couldn't have a 
better commissioner 
than Tony Dungy. 

The Panthers have helped 
themselves quite a bit with free 
agents. They were a team on the 
brink; now, they might have bought 
their way to the mountaintop. 

The Seahawks lost Steve Hutchinson, 
the best guard in the NFL, but they 
added Julian Peterson. If Peterson is 
as healthy as he can be, I'd rather have 
him because a linebacker-pass rusher 
can have a greater impact on a game. 


If the Cowboys had not been so 

generous in their contract offer pa 
to WR Terrell Owens, he well | 
could have ended up in Denver. | 
Coach Mike Shanahan says | 


“without question” the . % 


Broncos would have gone after =“) 


Owens if the price had been right. 
Shanahan believed the 
proper contract could 
have protected the 
Broncos in the event 
Owens would have 
caused a stir. He said 
his one-hour visit with 
Owens left him feeling 
good about his ability 
to make things work 
with the controversial 
player. (About that 
T.0.-free zone | 
promised last week ... 

| meant to say starting 
next week!) > Look for 
the Cardinals to feature 
the stretch play in their 
offense. The stretch was 
RB Edgerrin James’ 
bread-and-butter run in 
Indianapolis, and coach 
Denny Green used the 
play frequently in 
Minnesota with 

RB Robert Smith. 
James is a different 
kind of runner than 
Smith, but both are well-suited to the 
stretch—Smith because of his 

big-play capability and James because 
of his ability to attack and slash. To 
have success attacking the perimeter, 
however, the Cardinals will need better 
line play than they've had in recent 
years. & Why were the Vikings willing 
to offer free-agent G Steve Hutchinson 
a contract that pays him as if he were 
an offensive tackle? They ranked 
Hutchinson as the No. 1 free agent on 
their board in terms of his ability and 
their need at the position. They believe 
Hutchinson's presence will have a 
ripple effect on their line. They hope 


LT Bryant McKinnie will elevate his game with 
Hutchinson playing next to him. And they believe 
RT Marcus Johnson, the team’s second-round pick 


last year, will benefit from 
Hutchinson's leadership. 
Even though new coach 
Brad Childress’ offense is 
considered more pass-oriented, 
the Vikings are concerned about 
establishing the run game with 


Signing WR Keyshawn Johnson means the Panthers 
have come full circle since they allowed Muhsin 
Muhammad to leave after the 2004 season. Johnson 
and Muhammad are similar in many ways. Both are 
excellent blockers who can help the Panthers’ run 
game. Both are big targets who can come down with 
the ball in a crowd. Both can run underneath routes. 
And both are excellent red zone options. The Panthers 
missed many of those qualities last season, and 
Johnson's presence could make Pro Bowl WR Steve 
Smith even more dangerous in 2006. 


Atlanta did more than sign Milloy to 
solve its problems at safety. 


dependability. 
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strong guard play because of the 


makeup of the NFC 
North. > The Redskins 
didn’t sign QB Todd 
Collins to challenge 
Mark Brunell as their 
starter. Their thought 
process was to acquire 
a backup who knows 
his place as No. 2. 
Collins’ knowledge of 
new offensive 
coordinator Al 
Saunders’ system was 
critical because the 
Redskins hope he can 
help teach and 
develop Jason 
Campbell, a first-round 
pick a year ago. Collins 
helped Trent Green 
learn Saunders’ 
offense in Kansas City. 
Another plus for 
Collins is he could play 
without having taken a 
lot of practice reps if 
Brunell gets injured. 
> Signing SS Lawyer 
Milloy was important 
for the Falcons 
because they needed 
a physical presence in 
the box who can stop 
long runs before they 
begin. But signing 
Milloy alone wouldn't 
have solved their 
problems at the 
position. Acquiring 
Milloy and FS Chris 
Crocker gives the 
Falcons a complete 
makeover. The hope is 
Crocker will enable 


Milloy to play close to the line by handling the back 
end and provide the team with leadership and 
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The CHIEFS added some much-needed 
depth at defensive tackle by signing free 
agent Ron Edwards (Bills) and re-signing 
Lional Dalton. Edwards is a big (6-3, 
320), powerful player who is effective 
against the run and provides an inside 
pass rush. Another pickup, Lenny Walls 
(Broncos) is the top candidate for the 
starting right comerback job. ... 

ILB Donnie Edwards, who led the 
CHARGERS in tackles the past four sea- 
sons, needs to create more turnovers. In 
2004, he had five interceptions and 
always seemed to be in the right place at 
the right time, but he had only two picks 
last season. ... The TITANS expect 

WR Bobby Wade to challenge for more 
playing time in 2006. He has good speed 
and excels at finding gaps in the defense. 
Wade also could be a factor in the return 
game. ... The STEELERS want to give 

ILB Rian Wallace, a fifth-round pick in 
2005, more playing time this season, but 
it might not be in the middle. He has 
enough speed and quickness 
to be used as an outside pass 
rusher, and the team likes the 
way he gets to the ball. ... 
BRONCOS coach Mike 
Shanahan says RT George 
Foster has the ability and 


INSIDE THE 


left side. Dyson has good ball skills, but 
he is small (5-10, 185) and there are 
concerns about his durability; he missed 
six games last season. ... JAGUARS 

TE Kyle Brady won't be a receiving threat 
this season. Brady (6-6, 280) essentially 
is an extra offensive tackle, and he must 
be an effective blocker for the team to 
keep immobile QB Byron Leftwich healthy 
and build a power running game. ... 

DT Sam Adams (Bills) is exactly what the 
BENGALS’ defense needed. Adams 

(6-4, 335) is an elite run stuffer, and he 
has the quickness and power to collapse 
the pocket. Adams’ ability to absorb 
double-teams will give MLB Odell 
Thurman more room to make plays. ... 
The TEXANS signed MLB Sam Cowart, 
31, to be Kailee Wong's backup and add 
some veteran leadership. Cowart, though, 
says he can win a starting job. He has 
great instincts and can play all three 


linebacker slots, and he wants to prove he 


hasn't slowed down. ... The RAVENS will 
give extra attention to 

DE/OLB Terrell Suggs, who 
doesn't always play within the 
defensive scheme. Suggs needs 
to be better against the run and 
excel against elite teams to 
become a complete player. ... 


experience to become a Pro Dyson’s lack ~ Now that Willie McGinest is 
Bowl-caliber player. Foster (6- of size won’t gone, it’s time for PATRIOTS 

5, 338), a 2003 first-round keep him from OLB Tully Banta-Cain (6-2, 255), 
pick, is bigger than most of the starting for a seventh-round pick in 2003, to 
team’s linemen, but he has the Jets. make an impact and fulfill his 


good quickness and excels at 

cutting off backside pursuit in the team's 
zone-blocking scheme. ... COLTS 

TE Bryan Fletcher is a perfect fit in coor- 
dinator Tom Moore's offense, and he con- 
tinues to improve as he gets more playing 
time. He has the speed to be a downfield 
threat, the hands to make tough catches 
and the size (6-5, 230) to create mis- 
matches against defensive backs. ... 
Recently signed BROWNS LT Kevin 
Shaffer (Falcons) had a tough time on 
the free-agent market because there were 
questions about his pass-blocking ability, 
but his mean streak and steady effort will 
be valuable in Cleveland. Shaffer delivers 
a good initial punch. That likely will com- 
plement RB Reuben Droughns, who hits 
creases quickly. ... New JETS CB Andre 
Dyson (Seahawks) likely will start on the 


CORRESPONDENTS: Baltimore, Mike 
Preston; Buffalo, Allen Wilson; Cincinnati, 
Chick Ludwig; Cleveland, Steve 
Doerschuk; Denver, Lee Rasizer; Houston, 
Megan Manfull; Indianapolis, Mike 
Chappell; Jacksonville, Bart Hubbuch; 
Kansas City, Adam Teicher; Miami, Jason 
Cole; New England, Tom Curran; New 
York, Rich Cimini; Oakland, Steve 
Corkran; Pittsburgh, Gerry Dulac; San 
Diego, Kevin Acee; Tennessee, Jim Wyatt. 
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potential as a rush end. Banta- 
Cain is smart, fast and strong but hasn't 
put it all together yet. ... The DOLPHINS 
signed FB Fred Beasley (49ers) because 
he is a good blocker. Coordinator Mike 
Mularkey is devoted to the running game, 
and he uses a lead blocker on most 
plays. Beasley, a 2003 Pro Bowl pick, is 
an excellent pass blocker and a solid 
receiver out of the backfield. 
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Raiders are running low on defensive tackles 
Oakland will focus more on defensive tackles in the draft because it lost 
DT Ted Washington and is concerned about DT Warren Sapp’s ability to fully 
recover from shoulder surgery. 
If Sapp doesn't get healthy, Terdell Sands and Tommy Kelly will be the only 


proven tackles on the roster. The Raiders can't afford a drop in production from 
the position if they're going to contend for the playoffs. 


Scouting 
report 


Bills DE Aaron Schobel 
has become one of the 
league's best pass rushers. 
He has good size (6-4, 262), 
and his quickness and 
explosiveness allow him to 
beat offensive tackles around 
the edge. 

Schobel plays hard, and he 
knows how to use his hands 
to counter blocking moves. 
Teams sometimes have had 
success running at him, but 
he has gotten stronger and is 
sturdier at the point of attack. 


INSIDE THE 


With CBs Ken Lucas and Chris Gamble on 
board, PANTHERS free-agent pickup 
Reggie Howard (Dolphins) isn’t needed as 
a starter, but he can be effective as a third 
or fourth corner and a special teams 
performer. Howard doesn’t have enough 
speed to match up with top receivers, but 
he’s smart and has played in a similar 
system. ... The BEARS’ defense was dealt 
a big blow with the news DT Tank Johnson 
(torn quadriceps) will be out four to six 
months. Many believed Johnson would 
have a good shot at supplanting lan Scott 
as a starter; now Johnson could miss 
almost a quarter of the season. With 
Johnson out, the team likely will hold on to 
DE Michael Haynes and try him at tackle. 
... The EAGLES made a great move in 
re-signing RT Jon Runyan. At 32, he's still 
very solid in the running game and as a 
pass protector, and his veteran presence 
likely will benefit some of the team’s 
young linemen. ... DL DeQuincy Scott 
(Chargers) has some experience at tackle, 
but the VIKINGS will play him at end as 
an edge rusher on third downs. His arrival 
provides insurance as DE Kenechi Udeze 
recovers from knee surgery. ... The 
PACKERS will throw slants and crosses to 
WR Rod Gardner and give him an 
opportunity to use his size (6-2, 213) and 
strength to break tackles. Gardner has 
trouble releasing at the line, but that’s not 
a big hindrance on short routes. ... 49ERS 
S Ben Emanuel, who started seven games 
in place of SS Tony Parrish (leg) as a 
rookie last season, might get playing time 


ai 


Cardinals coaches are searching for 


os 


ways 


to make Griffith look good—or at least 


better than he did last season. 


at free safety this season. Emanuel has 
the size (6-2, 213), tackling skills and 
aggressiveness to be a presence in run 
support. Despite his inexperience, he 
rarely is beaten deep, and his 
understanding of angles usually puts him 
in good position to make plays on the ball. 
... FALCONS CB Jason Webster, 

28, likely will begin the season as a 
starter, although he would be more 
effective in a limited role as a nickel or 
dime back. The team wants to use a 
second- or third-round pick to fortify 

the secondary, and Webster could 

lend his expertise to a rookie learning 

the position. ... Signing Nate Burleson 
(Vikings) improves the SEAHAWKS’ speed 
at wide receiver, a position that had grown 
thin because of Joe Jurevicius’ departure. 
Burleson’s arrival also gives the team 
some insurance—WR Darrell Jackson is 
expected to be sidelined until training 
camp after surgery on his right knee. ... 
BUCCANEERS coach Jon Gruden calls 
WRs Larry Brackins, J.R. Russell and 
Paris Warren the Triplets and says he'll get 
them a lot of work early in exhibition 
games so he can see how they react to 
playing against top-level defensive talent. 
All three are raw talents who were drafted 
last year. Gruden believes Warren is the 
most advanced of the group. ... The 
SAINTS penciled in free-agent signee 
Jonathan Goodwin (Jets) as their starting 
center but will continue looking for 
someone to fill that role, as well as a 
starting guard, on the free-agent market 
and in the draft. Goodwin 
(6-3, 318) has yet to maximize 
his potential, but he has 
decent strength and agility and 
is good enough to start at 
guard or center. ... FS Robert 
Griffith, 35, is nearing the end 
of his career, but CARDINALS 
coaches think he still can be a 
productive player. They'll 
attempt to make alignment 
and scheme adjustments that 
will enable Griffith to make 
plays in the passing game. ... 
The REDSKINS picked up a 
pair of veteran offensive 
linemen to provide depth: 
Mike Pucillo (Browns) and 
Tyson Walter (Texans). Both 
have good size but are interior 
linemen, so the team still has a 
need for a backup tackle. ... 
LG Claude Terrell was a 
surprise as a rookie last season, 
but he was too heavy when he 
arrived at the RAMS’ offseason 
conditioning program. Being 
trimmer and better conditioned 
would help improve his footwork 
and lateral movement, which 
likely would make him more 
effective in pass protection. He 
has struggled with stunts and 
delayed blitzes. 


MICHAEL MCNAMARA / TSN 


Prepping the understudy 


DT Dan Wilkinson might retire, so the Lions are preparing to replace him 
with second-year DT Shaun Cody, who will fit the team’s new scheme well. 
Cody (6-4, 292) doesn’t have ideal size for stopping the run inside, but he 
has good quickness and is fast with his hands. Another year of solid 
coaching will improve his ability to get off blocks and help him develop 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


CORRESPONDENTS: Arizona, Kent Somers; Atlanta, George Henry; Carolina, Pat 
Yasinskas; Chicago, Brad Biggs; Dallas, Jean-Jacques Taylor; Detroit, Tom Kowalski; 
Green Bay, Tom Silverstein; Minnesota, Kevin Seifert; New Orleans, Mike Triplett; 
New York, Ralph Vacchiano; Philadelphia, Mark Eckel; St. Louis, Jim Thomas; 

San Francisco, Dennis Georgatos; Seattle, Clare Farnsworth; Tampa Bay, 

Roy Cummings; Washington, Pau! Woody. 


Learning to beat gee 
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the traffic jam Aa 


Cowboys free-agent pickup 
Akin Ayodele (Jaguars) will 
have a difficult transition 
from outside linebacker/ 
defensive end to inside 
linebacker because he’s 
used to operating in space 
on the edge. At inside 
linebacker, he'll face 
considerably more traffic and 
will have to get better at using his 
hands to fend off 330-pound guards, who often will 
get a free shot at him because they won't have to 
go through a defensive tackle to reach him. But 
the Cowboys like Ayodele’s physical style. Also, 
the inside linebacker on the weak side has more 
blitzing responsibilities, which the team hopes will 
allow him to take advantage of his pass-rushing skills. 
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They don't know which teams they'll be playing for next season, but 
these draft prospects already have plans for how they'll celebrate their 
first NFL touchdowns: 


@ “Point to the sky. Because without God, none of this would be 
possible.” —Southern California RB Reggie Bush 

@ “Oh, I'm going to spike the ball, man. Do a little dance. I’m going 
to do something, man. That's every lineman’s dream, to score a 
touchdown. Pick up a fumble, run to the house, break a few tackles on 
the way” —Virginia OT D’Brickashaw Ferguson 

@ “Keep the ball and give it to my dad. My dad is my hero, a guy | 
would love to be like someday. He’s just a farmer in South Dakota, but 
he’s the hardest-working man I’ve ever met.” —lowa OLB Chad Greenway 

@ “I'll keep the ball. And I'll probably do a little dance, of course. 
Something to remember.’ —N.C. State DE Mario Williams 

@ “| won't know what to do. | hope someone is around to give me a 
big hug. If I'm by myself, I’m going to look like a fool.” —Clemson 
QB Charlie Whitehurst 
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SNAPSHOT 


with Vernon Davis 


Maryland’s Vernon Davis, who had scouts 
buzzing after he ran a 4.38 40 at the NFL 
Scouting Combine, offers evidence that he 
might be the league’s next great tight end. 

I’m better than most tight ends because: 
Of my explosiveness, my willingness to not 
go down. And my speed. 2 

The part of my game that will need the © 
most work in the NFL: My blocking. I'm not & 
bad at it; there’s just some aspects of the § 
blocking game I could work on—like & 
keeping my hands inside a little bit more. 

The thing I’m most nervous about in 
making the jump to the NFL: I tend not to get nervous about 
things like that. I’m just pumped up, excited to get out there and compete 
with guys, battle with guys. Make some guys mad (laughs). 

The NFL player | am most like: | would probably have to go with 
Antonio Gates. What he brings to the game is his ability to make people 
miss, and that’s something | do, as well. 

The NFL player I can’t wait to face off against: Shawne Merriman (a 
former college teammate). Because our last battle, he kind of won it and 
I'm excited to get back at him. I can’t wait. 

The first thing Pll buy after I sign my contract: A house for my 
grandmother. 

How I got my nickname: Well, my dad’s name was Duke, and that’s my 
nickname. They call my dad Big Duke, and they call me Little Duke. 
Everyone back home, they don’t know me as Vernon; they always call me 
Duke. I’ve got it tattooed on my arm. 

My superstition: Biceps curls before every game. | usually do about 16 
on each arm with probably a 45-pound weight. 


‘Definitely keep the ball. I’m not 
good enough yet to have some kind 
of fancy celebration. Maybe I'll just 
throw my hands up in the air.’ 

—Arizona State WR Derek Hagan 
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Hope Croyle looks good in purple because he could be ‘ 
the Vikings’ quarterback of the future. 


Davin Joseph 


named after me. 
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What team wouldn’t covet an O-lineman who 
has to get his daily fix of Plinko and Povich? 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


DRAFT BUZZ 


With the sixth overall pick, the 
49ers are looking closely at 
Maryland TE Vernon Davis. With his 
blend of athleticism, speed and 
receiving skills, Davis could develop 
into a game-changing player who 
could help accelerate QB Alex 
Smith’s development. ... If Florida 
State DE Kamerion Wimbley were to 
slip to the second round, there’s 
little doubt the Browns would jump 
on him. The team thinks Wimbley 
can be converted to a 34 outside 
linebacker along the lines of Willie 
McGinest. And with McGinest around 
to play a mentor role, the situation 
would be ideal. ... The Vikings plan 
to draft a quarterback, but coach 
Brad Childress said it will be a 
“developmental guy.” Alabama’s 
Brodie Croyle and Clemson’s Charlie 
Whitehurst might fit. ... The Jets may 
select Virginia OT D'Brickashaw 
Ferguson or N.C. State DE Mario 
Williams with the fourth pick. 
Ferguson would fill a bigger need— 
there’s only one experienced tackle 


I made a neat discovery the other day: There’s a hotel room in Norman, Okla., 


Two of my good friends, Doug and Valerie Kennon, who own the best barbecue 
place around, Red Zone, just opened a hotel. It’s called Sooner Legends Inn & 
Suites, and every great Sooners athlete has his own room. 

I don’t consider myself a legend, but it was wild to see a Davin Joseph Room on 
the second floor, with pictures of me on the walls 
and everything. It gave me a nice lift as I continue to 
recover from having my tonsils and adenoids 
removed a couple weeks ago. 

I'm slowly working my way back into my daily 
routine. | wake up, eat and then watch my two 
favorite shows. I love starting my day with Maury, 
followed by The Price is Right. Then I usually head to 
the gym to lift. 

I want to continue to get stronger so that I can 
make an immediate impact on whatever team drafts 
me. To do this, I am focusing on the Olympic lifts— 
squats, power cleans, etc. I also do a lot of work on 
my core, mainly my abs. Although I’m a big guy, I do 
a lot of crunches every day. In the afternoon, I like to 
stop by practice and watch spring football. 

I’m also taking classes. I have two semesters left 
to get my degree, which is every bit as important to 
me as playing in the NFL. I want to teach in an 
alternative school and later become an 
administrator. Plenty of kids labeled bad will be fine 
if they just get a push in the right direction. | want to 
help get them on that path. 

Hopefully, I'll make all those Sooner fans proud— 
first in the NFL, then in the classroom. 


es Oklahoma's Davin Joseph, a top guard prospect in the 2006 NFL draft, writes a weekly diary for sportingnews.com. 


on the roster—but Williams might be 
too tempting for defense-minded 
coach Eric Mangini. Williams could 
replace John Abraham as an outside 
pass rusher, but Williams might not 
be a good fit in the 34. ... The Bears 
need a nickel cornerback, and Ohio 
State’s Ashton Youboty is an intriguing 
prospect. Youboty is athletic, and 
Bears G.M. Jerry Angelo has a 
tendency to choose players from 
big-time programs because they are 
more prepared to make the jump in 
competition. ... Look for the 
Seahawks to try to upgrade the 
quality and depth of their secondary 
in the early rounds. The pool of 
safeties is deeper than the group of 
corners, so don’t be surprised to see 
the team take Clemson CB Tye Hill if 
he’s available at No. 31. ... If one of 
the top three quarterbacks—USC’s 
Matt Leinart, Texas’ Vince Young or 
Vanderbilt's Jay Cutler—were to fall 
to the 10th overall spot, the 
Cardinals would have a difficult time 
passing on him. Kurt Warner will be 
35 when the season starts and 
backup John Navarre is unproven, so 
the team needs to draft and develop 
a quarterback. ... The Chiefs have 
more pressing needs—wide receiver, 
for example—but it’s time for 

them to use a pick on a player who 
could be groomed to replace 

LT Willie Roaf. In the short term, the 
team has no capable backup for 
Roaf, and that void showed last 
season when he missed six games 
because of injury. 
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The only way we'll see another George Mason is if 


Mr IMre Maca 
\ Mr. and Mrs. Mason 
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raise a 6-10 son named George. 
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Enjoy it while it lasts, mid-major fans 


ou have witnessed history, 

folks, but what you've seen 

is not the Minutemen’s 

commencing fire at 

Lexington and Concord but 
rather Lee’s surrendering at 
Appomattox. (Excuse me for 
mixing my metaphors, but I forgot 
where Cornwallis threw in the 
towel and couldn’t be bothered to 
look it up.) 

The appearance of George 
Mason in the Final Four was not 
the start of a revolution. It was 
not the final piece of evidence 
that the gap between major 
programs and mid-majors has 
shrunk, that having veteran 
players who are not coveted by 
the NBA is superior to having 
young players who are. 

No, what George Mason 
accomplished was a little piece of 
magic that forever will make the 
2006 season—and the Patriots 
themselves—distinctive. Their 
extraordinary run through recent 
NCAA champions Michigan State, 
North Carolina and Connecticut 
(with Wichita State also a victim) 
will rank as one of the most 
unlikely achievements in 

tournament lore. 

It also will stand 
as an isolated 
incident. 

The NBA last 
year agreed with 
its players 
y association to 


in announcing he is staying at 
North Carolina, which means the 
Tar Heels get to be first in line in 
the debate over who is 2007's 
No. 1 team. 


66. 


introduce an age 
minimum and mandated 
all draftees be at least 19 
and one year removed 
from their classes’ high 
school graduations. That 
will generate an influx of 
talent unmatched ina 
decade, since all but one 
member of the great 
class of 1995—you all 
remember Kevin 
Garnett, don’t you?— 
entered Division I. 

This new rule is 
perfectly timed; it will 
send elite center Greg 
Oden to Ohio State, 
small forward Kevin 
Durant to Texas and 
three huge stars to 
North Carolina. During 
last week’s McDonald’s 
All American Game, the 
announcers weren't 
debating which kids 
might immediately turn 
professional. That’s not 
an option. 

George Mason's 
breakthrough, instead, is 
a product of its own excellence in 
combination with a down year for 
college basketball overall, a year 
in which even the most 
accomplished teams were 
seriously flawed. There is a 
dreadful crop at point guard and 
in the low post. Without capable 
players at those essential 


wasted little time 
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Tony Ski 


positions, the top seeds in the 
NCAA Tournament were more 
vulnerable than ever. 

Even given that, the talent 
differential between major 
conference teams and mid-majors 
remains significant. As more of 
the football-rich athletic 
programs invest in basketball and 


Putting two teams in the Final Four 
was impressive, but it didn't make 
the SEC this season's dominant 
conference any more than it did for 
the Big Ten in 2005. The season 
lasts five months, not three weeks. 


nn actually believes the name on the front 
of the jersey is more important ... and it might be, 
this season at least. 


as scouting services 
make it more difficult for 
genuine talents to be 
overlooked, fewer top 
talents are slipping past 
the high-major programs. 

When was the last time 
a Wally Szezerbiak or a 
Bonzi Wells or a Michael 
Olowokandi came out of 
a mid-major program? 

Also, fewer players 
who struggle at 
high-major schools are 
willing to step downa 
level to find 
opportunities. Wichita 
State was unusual this 
year with two such 
players, Kyle Wilson 
(from Illinois) and Karon 
Bradley (from 
Marquette). 

When a mid-major 
does have a promising 
player, often that player 
will move up to a more 
prominent school the 
first chance he gets—as 
Joey Graham did when he 
went from Central Florida 
to Oklahoma State or Danny 
Granger did when he jumped from 
Bradley to New Mexico. 

It seems every time something 
different happens in basketball, 
some TV analyst wants to 
extrapolate a trend without 
supporting evidence. 

If George Mason is the start of 
a trend, then what was the trend 
when mid-majors Penn and 
Indiana State made the Final Four 
in 1979? That it would take 
another 27 years before a similar 
school would get there again? 

By that standard, there will be 
another mid-major Final Four 
team in 2033. I suppose I’ve got a 
shot at living to see that. Should 
be fun. TSN 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


Indiana's hiring Kelvin Sampson as coach was 
greeted with about the same enthusiasm as a rainstorm 
at the start of the Indy 500. 

There were several reasons, and most could have 
been controlled by IU with a coherent plan for its 
coaching search. 

First, by dodging the media, athletic director Rick 
Greenspan allowed Bob Knight loyalists—who wanted a 
former IU player hired—to dictate the tone of news 
coverage for nearly two months. 

Second, the Hoosiers pursued Gonzaga’s Mark Few 
when most anyone who knows him could have told them 
he would decline any offer. 

Third, the news blackout created an expectation the 
school might come up with a brilliant hire no one would 
see coming. No one did see it coming. Sampson is a 
fine coach, but the NCAA is investigating his Oklahoma 
program and he has not had postseason success 
recently. 

His hiring actually might have been more warmly 
received if his name had not entered the picture as such 
a surprise. 

There's a lesson there for anybody who wants to 
learn it. 


Mm. _-a. | 


BIG BLOG ON CAMPUS 


Views from the student section at sportingnews.com 


From Rhett Brackeen, Oklahoma Daily 

Oklahoma never fully respected Kelvin Sampson, and in the 
end it wore him down. He never could build this program like he 
wanted because of the school’s investment in football. 

Nobody can look at Sampson’s 12 seasons at OU as a 
disappointment. It just was time for the school and Sampson to 
part ways. Sampson wants to lead a program to the next level, 
and it won't happen here. This is a good move. It just sucks 
because he will do well with the Hoosiers. 


Look to see who's blogging from your school at 
sportingnews.com/cbasketball/campuswatch. 


JOHN HARRELL / AP 


Here's what happens when a 
rookie athletic director goes 
about trying to hire a 
basketball coach: 
gets a raise. Arizona State's 
put about 
$900,000 on the table—a 
figure Pitt easily could digest— 
and missed a chance to land 
Dixon. If Love wanted to hire a 
coach who had a better job 
than the one she was offering, 
she needed to make the 
money tough to reject, possibly 
$1.2 million or $1.3 million. 
Pitt might have choked on that 
figure, and Dixon might have 
been forced to say yes to the 
Sun Devils. If Love didn’t figure 
he was worth that, or that her 
school couldn't afford it, she PF | 
should not have pursued him. 
> UAB has some good 
opnons to vee former coach 
son r, Now on 
'g staff at ae was Anderson’s 
aie assistant as the Blazers got moving 
toward three consecutive NCAA 
Tournament appearances. Edgar has years 
of experience in the high-pressure system 
Anderson employed. He worked as a top 
assistant for yn and then 
as a successful head coach at Murray 
State. If UAB wants somebody with more 
recent head coaching success, South 
Alabama’s y will listen. > 
With Kelvi leaving Oklahoma 
for Indiana, other programs are wondering 
whether PG ; and 
SF s—both elite prospects— 
will be released by the Sooners and be 
available to be re-recruited. > Delaware 
bungled its coaching search by going after 
big-name Division | assistants without 
being willing to pay enough to land them. 
Since leaving the America East for the 


the 49ers. 


Huggins 


Immediately after the press conference announcing his 
hiring, new Kansas State coach 
recruiting. He is looking for post help and more options 
at point guard. Huggins will be taking advantage of 
assistant Frank Marti 
also intends to hire Charlotte assistant 

Bringing Hill on board likely would help Huggins land 


‘ins began 


1's connections in Florida. Huggins 


, a junior who has committed to 


Colonial, Delaware does not rank as one 
of the best jobs in its league, so it must be 
more generous with salary to get a 
promising coach to take a chance with his 
career. > Former Wright State coach P 
did not get the fairest deal from 

the NCAA infractions committee. That 
panel slapped him with a nearly 
19-month recruiting ban that essentially 
cost him his job—and seemed excessive 
relative to the allegations against him from 
his time as an Ohio State assistant. 
Biancardi would like to get back into 
coaching in a nonrecruiting position—as a 
bench coach or director of operations— 
while that penalty is in place. > Seton 
Hall's interest in Hofstra coach Tom 

a helped him get a new five-year 
contract that runs through 2011. Pecora’s 
most recent team tied a school record 
with 26 victories, played in the Colonial 
Athletic Association title game and 
reached the NIT quarterfinals. 
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COLLEGE FOOTBALL 


mhayes @sportingnews.com ri’ ld 


A hero, a role model—and a damn fine football player. 


Legends are made 
off the field, too 


o, my editor 
doesn’t 
know why | 
want to write 
about Monk 
Meyer. 
“He died five years 
ago,” he says. 
“What's the hook?” 

Here's the hook: 
duty, honor, country. 
And the Heisman 
Trophy—the most 
recognizable individual 
award in all of sports. 

I'll never forget Vince 
Young's face last 
December when he 
realized he hadn’t won 
the award, when he 
became just another 
Heisman runner-up. Now, 
ladies and gentlemen, | 
present Monk Meyer—an 
undersized Army halfback 


and the very first Heisman athictes coed lone 
runner-up, who should be from Meyer, who put duty ‘and 
: country before money and fun. 


remembered for eternity. 

In this time of war, of me-first, 
everyone-else-second athletes, 
there’s no better moment to 
reach out and touch West Point's 
long gray line. 

We make so much of pampered 
athletes and contract holdouts 
and endorsement deals that 
we've become numb to everyday 
reality. In another time, in 
another era, Meyer walked 
outside the Schofield Barracks in 
Pearl Harbor one bright Sunday 
morning, and a piece of a 
Japanese fighter plane dropped 
from the sky and almost ended 
this story the way so many 
others ended on that day. 

Six years earlier, in the winter 
of 1935, Meyer had received a 
telegram from the Downtown 


Athletic Club in New York City 
stating he had finished second to 
Jay Berwanger in the voting for 
“the most valuable player East of 
the Mississippi.” A year later, the 
award was named after legendary 
coach John Heisman. 

“His greatest pleasure was the 
nostalgia of the whole thing,” says 
Bob Meyer, Monk's son. “It was a 
time when things were simple.” 

Those times changed quickly. 


Find out why at sportingnews.com. 
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© BLOG ALERT 


College basketball has sold its soul for one y 
month of artificial utopia. What a shame. 


Sorry, Tom Dienhart still doesn’t buy a playoff system for college football. 


Berwanger won the award and 
became the No. 1 overall pick in 
the NFL's first-ever draft, though 
he never played a down after he 
had a contract dispute with Bears 

owner George Halas. 

Meanwhile, Meyer began 

serving his commitment to 
the military. 
Soon, the attack on 
Pearl Harbor changed the 
world. Meyer fought in the 
bloody Pacific Theater, 
fought in New Guinea and 
Guadalcanal and later in 
Europe. Worked under 
MacArthur and helped 
plan the invasion and 
liberation of the 
Philippines. Saw duty 
in two other wars— 
Korea and Vietham— 
and by the time he 
retired as a brigadier 
general in 1967, he 
had become the face 
of the career 
military man. 

Too often 
athletes speak of 
their “livelihoods,” 

of their “rights” to make a living 
because they can run fast or 
throw hard or hit far. They offer 
excuses for inappropriate and 
felonious behavior and preach 
about second and third chances 
while they mock accountability 
and responsibility. 

Exactly one month before 9/11, 
Charles Robert Meyer died 
peacefully at his home in 
Monterey, Calif. He was 88. 

If he could have, he'd have 
joined up for this war, too. Here is 
your role model, ladies and 
gentlemen: Monk Meyer. 

Nobody’s No. 2. TSN 


Notre Dame SS Tom Zbikowski will 
make his pro boxing debut in June, 
but don’t think it won’t help him get 
ready for the 2006 season. 
Zbikowski will train with former NFL 
great Cris Carter at Carter's Fast 
Program after ND’s spring game. 
Carter's program helps build stamina 
and hand-eye coordination—and 
more important, speed. The Irish 
secondary was not fleet of foot 
(see: Fiesta Bowl, Ted Ginn, long 
touchdowns) last season, when it 
finished 103rd in the nation in 
pass defense. > Florida State 

DE Alex Boston came on late last 
season and has continued to 
develop this spring despite a 
nagging hamstring injury. The 
coaches are starting to compare 
him to some of the program’s top 
pass rushers of the past decade. 
With his size (6-3, 260) and 
wingspan, Boston will be a terror 
this fall. > RB Raymond Williams, 
Ohio's Mr. Football in 2003, is 
practicing this spring at Toledo. 
Williams pleaded guilty to 
involuntary manslaughter and 
aggravated robbery after signing in 
2004 with West Virginia, which later 
withdrew the scholarship. Why 
would Toledo allow Williams to play 
given his heinous legal history? 
Because he ran for more than 
6,000 yards and 79 touchdowns in 
two high school seasons. > Here's 
something positive for new Kansas 
State coach Ron Prince to take 
from spring practice: QB Dylan 
Meier, who missed last season 
recovering from a shoulder injury, is 
completely healthy for the first time 
since the start of the 2004 season. 
Meier had to learn a new throwing 
motion, starting with pingpong balls 
and eventually working to footballs. 


Florida State freshman 

Mi is a leader, an 
actor and a wannabe doctor— 
and because he enrolled early, 
he could start this year for the 
Seminoles By Michael Bradley 
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t was hard enough for Myron 

Rolle to adjust to dorm life, the 

campus bus schedules and 

conditioning workouts that 

made high school practices 
seem like afternoons in the hot 
tub. But a call from a former 
classmate back at The Hun School 
in Princeton, N.J., his alma mater, 
really set him back. 

“My best 

friend told me 


longer is king of the mountain. 
Instead, he is a freshman, all 
grown up, at Florida State. 
Dozens of schools are 
welcoming highly regarded high 
school performers to campus 
ahead of the normal schedule, 
hoping an extra semester will 
help them make immediate 
impacts. Georgia has six players 
who have 
enrolled early, 


there was a big Good compa ny Texas has four, 
rumor that this . and Illinois, 
one guy was Myron Rolle isn’t the only ‘06 lowa, Kansas 
hooking up with recruit who left high school early and Kansas 
this girl,” Rolle to hit campus in January and try State are 
says.“Iwished! | 1 Make an impact next season. experimenting 
could be there Don't be surprised if you see with the 

at the lunch some of these studs in starting process. 

table hearing all __lineups as freshmen. They all 
pane mn Tebow, OB:Florica pha the 
nostalgic ~ Antwine perez) Si USC success of 

SS Aaht was @ Sergio Kindle, LB, Texas schools euch 
quickly pushed Matthew Stafford, QB, Georgia as Ohio State, 
aside by reality. lB James Aldridge, RB, Notre Dame hichthnae 

He graduated received 


from high school in December 
and left behind that life—he was 
class president, the top-rated 
student and the lead in the 
school’s production of Fiddler on 
the Roof—and enrolled at Florida 
State in January, hoping to 
contend for a starting spot in the 
Seminoles’ secondary. He no 


They enrolled 


FF 


@ Derrick Williams 
WR, Penn State 


early, too 


Maurice Clarett 
RB, Ohio State 


important contributions from 
such early-enrollment standouts 
as cornerbacks Ashton Youboty 
and Donte Whitner and running 
back Maurice Clarett. 

“The world in general is ina 
little bit of a hurry,” Buckeyes 
coach Jim Tressel says. “People 
are highly competitive and highly 


ED ANDRIESKI / AP 


@ Philip Rivers 
QB, N.C. State 


@ Mario Williams 
DE, N.C. State 


Se Ne 


Rolle has gotten a head start on lectures, in the classroom and from 


Climbing a new mountain 


PHIL COALE / AP 


veteran defensive coordinator Mickey Andrews. 


motivated. Some feel they want to 
get going with their lives. It’s a 
real plus for them to come in and 
accumulate some credits.” 

An academic head start is 
appealing to schools, particularly 
because of the NCAA's increased 
attention to graduation rates. 
Rolle went to Florida State with 
so many advanced placement 
credits he'll be a sophomore by 
September, when what would 
have been his classmates will be 
enrolling. 

“My goal is to graduate after 
my third year,” says Rolle, who 
wants to study medicine when his 
football career is over. 

Coaches and players also like 
the idea of recruits’ getting used 
to college life as soon as possible. 
Although it helps to enroll the 
summer before their freshman 
years, when the NCAA allows 
schools to begin the scholarship 
clock, it is not a substitute for a 


@ Kyle Wright 
QB, Miami 


full semester of college. When the 
Seminoles’ other freshmen are 
adjusting in August, Rolle will be 
miles ahead of them—and not 
just in the classroom. 

During his first couple of days 
of winter conditioning, Rolle says 
he was “slaughtered.” FSU 
coaches rate performances in 
each area from | to 4, and he was 
pulling 1s at first. By the end, it 
was different. “On the last day, 

I scored a 23 out of (a possible) 
24,” he says. 

Rolle has continued his strong 
performance in spring drills. He 
has been force-fed the strong 
safety position and says his “head 
was spinning.” But the coaches 
have Rolle on the fast track, and 
he has shown he is capable of 
delivering. It seems perfectly 
natural for him, but for most 
players, the normal high school 
cycle still is the way to go. 

“It depends on the guy,” 
Georgia coach Mark Richt says. 
“Some people have had enough of 
high school and want to move on, 
get some credits and have a 
chance to compete for playing 
time as a freshman.” 

That's Rolle, all right. He’s highly 
competitive and knows what 
opportunities lie ahead of him. 

And he definitely has outgrown 
the kid stuff. TSN 
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BY BRENDAN ROBERTS 

I hate my team in our SPORTING 
News in-house league—that’s a 
good sign. | love my team in an 
N.L.-only experts league—I'm 
worried about that. 

For many fantasy owners, April is a time for 
bubbly optimism. But there are so many 
injuries yet to happen, games to be played and 
trades to be made that it’s too early to tell 
where your team will finish. | believe you can 
draft a top five team but you can’t draft a 
bottom five team. There are enough hot 


Insights from the editors of Fantasy Source Baseball, your online 
fantasy authority: fantasygames.sportingnews.com/baseball. 


JOHN CORDES FOR TSN 


base and need to upgrade immediately.” Wait a 
few weeks and see whether Belliard, typically a 
hot starter, outperforms your expectations. 

@ Embrace change. It’s not uncommon for a 
team in a busy league to finish with only 
30 percent of its players from draft day. 

m@ Don’t cut slow starters. Chances are, John 
Lackey will get hit hard in at least two of his first 
four starts. But history also suggests he'll 
rebound nicely and end up with solid numbers. 
Four weeks does not make a season. 

@ Keep draft rankings handy. Seriously. Seeing 
a normally subpar hitter start quickly can put 
stars in an owner’s eyes. But knowing what you 
expected from the guy at the start of the season 
can add needed perspective when it’s time to 


pickups and managerial moves to be made that an owner can 


right the ship after a bad draft. 


Either way, making decisions based solely on draft-day 
opinions can be harmful. There are several things to consider 
when adjusting your glorious—or not so glorious—team. 

@ Don’t go tradin’. We see comments like this all the time: “I 
wanted Jeff Kent but got stuck with Ronnie Belliard at second 


SPLITSVILLE 


FAST STARTERS {SELL HIGH) 
Shawn Chacon, SP, Yankees. 
Other than September, April is his best 
ERA month. Hype the fact he’s in 
pinstripes to potential suitors. 


He will wa 
produce my 
immediately; 2 
Giles has a q 
.337 career 8 
batting average 


in April. 

Mike Matheny, C, Giants. Matheny 
is phenomenal in the opening month, 
but that’s about the only time he’s worth 
Owning in a mixed league. 


SLOW STARTERS (BUY LOW) 

John Lackey, SP, Angels. He 
pitches like a man possessed in April 
but not in a good way (6.66 career 
ERA). His career ERA is 3.75 after the 
All-Star break. 

Derek Lowe, SP, Dodgers. His = 
career ERA after the break (3.54) is = 
much better than before it (4.07). 


He’s a career 
.221 hitter in 
April. May and 
June typically 
are two of his 
best months. 
—Roger Kuznia 
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Don’t be too trade. 

quick to panic m@ Cut the bubbly optimism. Few owners set a lineup on 

if Lackey lives April 1 and collect winnings at the end of September. Your team 
up to his name will have to change. Start looking for potential flaws right away. 
early—he’ll 

reward your Fantasy Source's Lineup/Rotation Tracker shows who's getting the most 

patience. Pe playing time. Go to fantasysource.sportingnews.com/baseball/lineup. 


JNVING 
CHRIS BAHR ANSWERS YOUR QUESTIONS 
I'm happy with my draft, with one exception: 
! haven't seen a group of guys this slow since those Grumpy 
Old Men movies. Some players I’m considering: Dave 
Roberts, Kenny Lofton and Joey Gathright. Are there any 
other sleeper speedsters? 
Paul McKay, Calgary 


Paul, you won’t uncover a Scott Podsednik on 
waivers, but there are some double-digit threats who 
likely will be available: Hector Luna, Russ Adams, 
Hanley Ramirez, Cory Sullivan, Chris Duffy and Bill Hall. 
Grab one of those guys, and let Jack Lemmon and 
Walter Matthau fight over Ann-Margret. 


To submit a question to our fantasy experts, click on Daily 
Mail at fantasygames.sportingnews.com/baseball. 


Better stand back 
because Felix is 


coming right at ya. -<_ aed 
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GRUMPY OLD MEN 


Felix Hernandez 
reminds me of a 


youngster | drafted in 
1994. Pedro Martinez 
turned out OK, didn't he? 


George Winkler wants to know if you're 


one of King Felix’s followers. Read his blog at 
sportingnews.com. 
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At SportingNews.com the competition is 
strong. Every member and every league 
is ranked, so you know exactly where you 
stand. Reach the top and you or your 
league could become immortalized in the 
Hall of Champions. 


Finally, a place where you can show the 
world how good you really are. 


e Play Salary Cap and Draft-style games 
e Get all the features you expect and more 
e Access in-depth advice, player 
updates, and tools 
e Win cash prizes that make success 
even sweeter 


sportingnews.com/fantasy 


dkindred @ sportingnews.com 


On nights that belonged to winners, the losers had dreams, too. ) 


Coming close isn't bad—it just feels that way 


lat on his back in joy. A yellow strand of 

celebratory confetti in his ponytail. 

Joakim Noah, arms stretched out in 

weary happy breathless triumph. Then, 

lifted to his feet, Florida’s star stepped 
onto a chair, and in front of his school’s 
student section did the jaw-chompin’ gesture 
made famous by Gators long ravenous for 
football victories that is now, for the first time, 
a symbol of basketball glory. 

Lost in a loser’s fog. The confetti falling on 
his shoulder, unnoticed. Then, feeling 
something there, Jordan Farmar brushed it off. 
Farmar, the only UCLA star. As Joakim Noah 
moved in dream moments, Jordan Farmar did 
what losers do. Watched. Silent. Looked for a 
winner to congratulate, however softly he 
might say the words, for on a night when 
confetti falls on smiling winners, somewhere 
there is sorrow in an equal measure. 

Rewind the tape. Two days before. The 
graying big man, John Thompson, nodded 
toward George Mason’s locker room: “They 
ought to be feeling good, what they've done 
this season.” Then the old Georgetown 
coach/philosopher/warrior cut to the bone: 
“But | know they’re feeling like (horsefeathers).” 
Close counts in hand grenades and slow 
dancing. But not in the Final Four. George 
Mason’s run died there as two of 
Georgetown’s had a generation before. 

There was, too, the melancholy sight of 
Glen Davis, the Louisiana State star. His 
shirttail billowing over his wide-body rear 
end, the big man shuffled from his bench. 

His team’s run in the NCAA Tournament, 
improbable if not as implausible as George 
Mason’s, had ended just as badly, both teams 
whacked one step from the national 
championship game. 

They can talk. Say they made history. Say 
they changed college basketball. Beaten by 
Florida, George Mason’s guys said that. Said 
they showed that schools unknown can play 
with schools known. From LSU came the spin 
that its reaching the Final Four buoyed a state 
and region devastated by hurricanes last 
summer. Brave talk, inspirational, maybe 


even almost true. 

But really. With a national championship 
lost, words are kiss-your-sister consolation. 
John Thompson knows it. Every coach knows 
it. Players know it best, for players live in the 
moment’s heat, and they know winning is a far, 
far better thing than losing, however 
honorably done. “To be so close,” Davis said in 
LSU’s quiet locker room, “to get to taste that 
trophy,” the player knowing best the ache, 
“now, so empty.” 

They're 
teenagers, or five 
minutes past 
it. They’re 
like George 
Mason’s star, 
Lamar Butler, 
who never had 
played 
ina 


| 


Who wouldn’t want to be 
Noah, with those guns, 
his NBA future ... and, 
iN oh, yeah, that national 
championship? 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


domed stadium and said, on finding himself 
surrounded by 43,000 people, “Whoooooo.” 
They’re a world apart from Joakim Noah, the 
6-foot-11 privileged son of a French tennis pro 
and a former Miss Sweden—except they share 
his fire. “If your swagger isn’t there,” Noah 
said of life on New York’s playgrounds, the 
city’s sneakered piranhas “will taste blood 
really quick.” 

Ona night he'll remember always, Noah 
came with swagger: 16 points, nine rebounds, 
six blocked shots, named the Final Four’s 
Most Outstanding Player. He tasted UCLA's 
blood early and often, and with less than a 
minute and a half to play, Florida up by 15 
and going to the free throw line, Noah moved 
away from the lane, happy. He punched the 
air, then again, and again, three certifications 
of joy, followed the next time down by a slam- 
dunk that on a New York playground would 
be heard as, “Now, dude, I will eat your heart 
in my hand,” 

Poor UCLA. The UCLA of legend won 
beautifully. But this UCLA won with defense. 
When it had the ball, one yawned and averted 
one’s eyes. Yet winning absolves most sins, 
even boredom, and it cures most of whatever 
ails you. Even as LSU’s Glen Davis endured the 

ache of regret—“I want to press rewind and 
go back and play it again"—he brightened at 
the idea of winning. 

He said he'd be back. No early NBA for 

the sophomore center. “Y’all think I’m 
ready?” he said. “I don’t think I’m ready.” 

Against UCLA, running breathless, Davis 

made 5 of 17 shots, 4 of 10 free throws. 

He said he needs “stamina” and 
“explosiveness.” Which is one way of 
saying the young man, 6-foot-9 and 310 
pounds, needs one less X in his jersey now a 
size 4XL. 

“Last year, we lost in the first round,” Davis 
said. “This year, the Final Four.” 

Fast forward the tape. The national 
championship moment. Joakim Noah, 
laughing. Telling professors not to expect 
much homework for a couple of weeks. Jordan 
Farmar sat, alone, watching. TSN 
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ou. Visit www.infocus.com/playbig or call 866-345-2795. 


Bone-jarring crosschecks into the sideboards. 
Slap shots from the blue line. With larger-than-life 


images, InFocus projectors put all the action right 
in your face. Only the guy in the penalty box has a 
better view. Bright, rich colors. Big, bold images. 
This is a throw down on center ice. And you've got 
the hottest seat in town. 


ENTER TO WIN A RIDE OF A LIFETIME. Imagine being chased 
‘in a fighter jet, upside down, with Carl Edwards on your tail. Sound 
like fun? Then you suffer from OAD™ (Overactive Adrenaline Disorder), 
an affliction that affects all Ford Racing Drivers and their fans. Get 
help now. Enter Carl’s Thrill Ride Sweepstakes. For daily treatment, 
_ drive the new Ford Fusion available at your local Ford Dealer. 


Log on now to carlsthrillride.com. 
No purchase necessary. Void where prohibited. Must be legal U.S; resident, 18 years or older to enter. To enter, visit carlsthrillride.com (the 


| “Website”). Sweepstakes ends 6/25/06. Odds of winning depend on the number of eligible entries received. Sweepstakes sponsored by Ford Motor 
' Company, One American Road, Dearborn, MI 48126. For complete official rules and prize restrictions, go to the Website. 


